Una Vida de un Dentista en Bolivia

Opening Eyes in Hopedale

By Dan MacLellan, DDS’03

By Erin Power, DDS’11

The Ivar Mendez International
Foundation (IMIF) provides dental care,
breakfast, art supplies, and instruction
to under-privileged people in La Paz
and rural Bolivia. In March 2011, I
travelled to the South American nation
to work as a volunteer with the IMIF
dental program.
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Colquencha is a community of
approximately 4,000 people, located
150 kilometers from La Paz, on
the ‘altiplano’. Aucapata is a much
smaller and more remote village of
approximately 900 people, located
in the very scenic Andes Mountains.
Although it is only 350 kilometers from
La Paz, it takes anywhere from 10 to18
hours to get there by bus because
of the rugged terrain and the slow,
winding mountainous roadways.
My participation in the IMIF dental
program had two major objectives.
The first was to help the local dentists
treat patients. Copious cola ingestion
combined with lack of regular dental
hygiene and dental care means that
many people have extensive dental
caries. Because the people seldom seek

My overall experience was very
positive. I feel fortunate to have had
the opportunity to travel and work with
the local people. There is no better way
to experience a country, I believe. The
local patients and dental and medical
personnel were very grateful and
extremely hospitable. I happened to be
in Bolivia during a local festival, so I was
able to experience some of the drama
and colour of the culture. The scenery
is like nothing I’ve experienced before –
utterly remarkable.
Since returning from my trip, I
have agreed to join the IMIF as the
coordinator of the Volunteer Program
in Dentistry. Numerous dentists and
dental hygienists who are interested
in volunteering in Bolivia have already
talked to me about the program.

All inquiries
are welcome – please contact me at
danielmaclellan@hotmail.com.

In October, Lindsay and I said farewell
to Halifax and began our journey
to the Labrador coast – Jeff and
Jonathan would follow in January.
We rendezvoused with Dr. Tompkins
and her assistant, Pamela De
Vouge Murphy, at Halifax Stanfield
International and boarded our flight
to our first stop, Happy Valley-Goose
Bay, Labrador. We stayed overnight in a
small motel complete with a polar bear
skin hanging on the wall!
The next morning we
arose bright and early
to hop on a DHC-6 Twin
Otter airplane and head for
Hopedale, stopping along
the way in the northern
communities of Nain and
Natuashish. We all had a
good laugh when Lindsay
asked if we would be served
food on the plane.

If you’re not familiar with the Twin
Otter, it is a 19-seater airplane with
folding seats similar to what you would
see on an old bus, luggage strapped
down to the floor at the front of the
cabin, and the pilots fully visible
throughout the flight. Needless to say,
there was no flight attendant or meal
service!
After flying over rugged snow-capped
terrain that appeared completely
uninhabited, a tiny community came
into view amongst the mountains.
Apart from the winter months,
when Hopedale is connected to the
neighbouring coastal communities by
ice roads, it is normally only accessible
by air or sea. We landed in Hopedale on
a small gravel runway just outside town
and spent our first day settling into our
apartment, getting acquainted with the
town, and listening to our already full
answering machine at the dental clinic.

We worked long hours the whole two
weeks we were there and were warmly
welcomed by everyone we met. The
people of Hopedale truly appreciate
the service Dr. Tompkins and Pam
provide. We felt that we were able to
make a difference in this community.
The staff members at the Health Clinic
were also unbelievable and it felt as
if we’d known them for years--one of
the nurses cooked dinner for us almost
every night.
Lindsay and I also visited the local
school to provide oral hygiene
education sessions for students from
grades primary to six. We brought
along toothbrushes, toothpaste, floss,
and disclosing tablets and helped the
kids to improve their brushing skills
by looking in the mirror at all the
leftover “pink spots” on their teeth.
The children were very receptive
and eager to learn about keeping
their mouths healthy.
Going to Hopedale was a trip of
a lifetime. Few visitors make it to
this remote and beautiful part
of the world. Despite having
little material wealth, the people
are happy and appreciated the
service we provided. There is
still a great need for the services
that the Health Clinic provides,
but the work being done
through these visits is making a
difference. I hope that one day
I will return to see for myself how the
services in Hopedale and the Labrador
coast improve in the years to come.
The Dental Public Health Elective was the
result, in part, of the generous support of
proud Newfoundlander Dr. David Peters
(DDS’50) and the outreach trips were made
possible through donations from alumni
and friends. If you would like to contribute
to this or other Faculty of Dentistry outreach
projects, please contact Development
Officer Lisa Weatherhead at (902) 494-6170
or lisa.weatherhead@dal.ca.
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Upon arrival in La Paz, I travelled
to the communities and villages of
Colquencha, Machacamarca, Aucapata,
Cosnipata, Huancu, and then back to
La Paz. The IMIF has established fully
functional dental clinics in Colquencha,
Aucapata, and at the CEMSE institution
in La Paz.

My second objective was to help
improve and develop the IMIF dental
program. This involved sharing current
procedural techniques and treatment
philosophies from Canada in an effort
to increase preventative procedures
and increase the local standards of
care, especially in the more remote
locations.

The Faculty of Dentistry officially
opened the Dental Public Health
Elective to fourth-year dentistry
students in the fall of 2010. Lindsay
Dietrich and I, along with Jeff Clarke
and Jonathan Gallant, had the privilege
of being the first students to enroll in
the elective, which included a pair of
two-week outreach trips to Hopedale,
Labrador. It was the culmination of the
work of Dr. Ferne Kraglund, Dr. Greg
Jones, and Dr. Frances Tompkins.
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Dr. Ivar Mendez is a Halifax-based
neurosurgeon originally from Bolivia.
The IMIF has six full-time employees,
three of which are local dentists, and its
head office is in La Paz, Bolivia’s largest
city and political capital..

treatment until they experience pain,
extraction and the premature loss of
teeth are often the result. IMIF dentists,
however, have been working with
people to prevent caries and preserve
teeth, and carrying out root canals
wherever possible to save more teeth.
More endodontic therapy and sealants
have been used in recent years. The
most common treatments during my
visit were restorations, sealants, root
canals, and the extraction of hopeless
teeth.

