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BY JUMOKE AKINROLABU

UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL WITH CAITLIN COHEN

THE ACTIVIST’S AGENDA

APLME upstart Qust saysnoQto research.
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At the start of the summer of 2005, Caitlin Cohen ©8 MD2, a
recipient of a prestigious Royce Fdlowship, left the comforts of
campusto conduct AIDS vaccinereseart in Bamalo, Mali. She
arrived ea@r to work, but sooncameto somehing of anepiphany:
ShewasnOt thatto research.

O just dortterjoy it. Ithink therdd a ton ofeseart in this world
andnot alot of actioncomingout of it, Gsheexplains. OUltimatéy, |
was much more interested in doing something Not to saythat
researt is a bad thingNbut public health resarch without the
action compaert isa wate.O

By 2007, Cohenhadturned whatwassupposedto beasummer
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Once a run-down i e
building, the Hakili

“mind” community

center was repaired

by MHOP.

Providence
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vacationinto anextended leaveof atsence from Brown. Her efforts
culminaed in the founding of the Mali Health Organzing Project
(MHOP), aninitiative aimed at addressindghe mostcritical health
issues in Mali® densdy populatedslum areas.Haning dedded on
early retirement from research, the development studies concen-
trator traded in her survey instruments for 501(c) tax forms, grart
propesals, anaill the Oburaucratichoo-haaGhat goesinto starting
a nonprofit organization from the grouwhup.
MHOPisheadmartered in Sikao, Mali, atown of 60,000 where
citizenshaw limited accessto drinking water and eledricity,where
90 percent of the population liveon lesghan two dollars a dayand
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ONot that ADS ismot importart,O she says. &ilths | spoi wth
saidit didn®concern them becausetheir children were dying of
malaria,starvation or other issueslt@ ineffedive to address AIDS
[exclusvely] if youDreot addressngthe fact that peopledon®have
enoudh foodto eat.O

MHOP®siqatureproject, Sigda Keneyali (Bambara foealth
in Our Homes), is similar to many humanitarianinitiativesin its
emphass on improving infrastructureand health careacess.The
defining difference between Sgida and other programs is its
approzh. Eery prgram is iplemented ina threeway partership
with the town andthe government to jumpstartmutualinvestment
in the health infragructure of slums.Ratherthanworking from an
external agnda, Sgida prgects areprioritized by thosemostknowl-
edgeaable about how they might be effectiveNithe Malian people.
Cohen® view is that if you want to know
how to triage Africanhardshipsthen you®
better as the Africans.

OMiliars haea ld to sy atout what they
want to do with the development aid that
comesintothecountry, butthey donOtgt [to
do] much of it, GshesaysOSaddessimgthe
priorities of the community in the order they wart them addressel
was ‘eryimportant to meO

Sigidais run by acommittee of localcitizens chargdwith plan-
ning projectsthat focus on education and resourceaquisition to
benefit pulic health am infrastructure. In just a yar, the @mmittee
haslaunchel anetwork of health advocag programsin which life-
savirg medical practicesareshared. Cohen, nowbad in theU.S, is
currently organizinga fundraisingcampaignfor Sigidato catalyze
the construction of a clinic for 28000 pegle and a badlyneeded
trashdisposakystem.

CohenOtong-term planisto adaptthe MHOP modd to benefit
other Africanpopulatiorslivingin similar conditions.OA simpl&ea
[like Sgida] can beradicallyredrawnas appropriate for the commu-
nity inquestionO Besays A
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local groups.

The center serves

QtQineffective to address AIDS[exclusively] if _
ﬁou(De not addressing the fact that people don®
ave enough foodto eat.O

where nearly one-quarte of the children will die of mdariaor mal-
nutrition beforereachingace five.

Accordirg to Cohen thesearethe statisticswith which Malians
are mostoncened and arethereason why MHORasescheved an
GexpresslyAlDSbased activist agda.O

Formoreinfamatian onSpidaKereyali, visit wwv.malirealh.org.

Cohen’s address

in Sikoro is “Pig

Corner, ask for

| _the white girl.”

Hawa, Cohen’s
host mother,

prepares for a

wedding.
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