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Medical students bring health care to the colonias: Local community and medical groups join forces to bring health fair to Tierra Grande 
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	Delores Guzman, whose cousin, Lionel Lopez, works closely with the colonias, completes her screening with UTHSCSA medical student, Tira Chaicha. 
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By Amelia Eudy, STC Associate Editor
From March 3, 2006 Edition 
Maybe it was the unseasonably misty and cold weather that kept people at home, but by 9 a.m. on Sat., Feb. 18, only five people had shown up for the daylong health fair in the Tierra Grande colonia, home to 700-1,000 men, women and children. 

However, the 24 people that came to the small Iglesia la Nueva Jerusalem by the end of the day on Saturday were surprised by the amount of services offered at this event, including free blood pressure readings and glucose and cholesterol checks. 

We are mostly interested in preventative medicine, said project advisor Abraham Verghese, M.D., who supervised the group of 12 first and second year medical students from the University of Texas at San Antonio Heath and Science Center (UTHSCSA) who spearheaded the project. We are trying to improve general health. 

The student-driven organization called Frontera de Salud has been bringing programs like these to some of the most needy areas of south Texas for the past four years. Begun by a group of medical students in Galveston who ventured to the colonias in Brownsville, the effort to bring pre-screening medical care to similar areas has begun to spread quickly. Tiffany Milner, a second-year student from UTHSCSA and project coordinator, was hooked as soon as she worked with the team in a Brownsville colonia for the first time. 

Those trips (to Brownsville) meant the world to me, Milner said. 

As first and second year (medical) students we don't get as much clinical experience. 

We all came to medical school with the hopes of being proactive, not sitting in a library all the time, she continued. 

UTHSCSA students, along with nursing students and instructors from Del Mar College and the Texas A&M Coastal Bend Health Education Center took height and weight measurements and conducted screening interviews with the patients, took EKG readings, and women had the opportunity to receive breast exams. 

Support organizations included Catholic Charities, which provided meals and the money to fill emergency prescriptions; the Nueces County Health Department that provided breast and cervical cancer services for the first time; and the Texas Cooperative Extension: Better Living for Texans that provided key nutrition information. 

There are no services out here. Poor communities are lacking health care services, said Jose Jones, Jr., UTHSCSA South Central Regional Coordinator. He was responsible for bringing this health care opportunity to Tierra Grande. 

His goal is to start a community health worker system, where representatives from the colonias are a voice for their community and will bring their needs to the attention of the larger cities. 

Jones, a native of Alice, TX, is especially familiar with this area. 

This plan is starting small, but will expand to a larger capacity, Jones said. They need to build infrastructure out here. 

He is hoping to bring dental students to future health fairs to do checkups and cleanings. 

It's important for the students to see [the patients] in their own community, not just in the clinic, and to speak their language, Jones said. 

Aurora Burkhalter was invited to the health fair and took the opportunity to make sure she had her blood pressure checked. 

My blood pressure was still high even after I took my pills this morning, so that was interesting, she said afterwards. 

She came with 63-year-old Delores Guzman who is no longer working and doesn't have medical insurance because she can't yet receive Medicaid. 

I have a doctor, but I don't use him unless I have to because it's too expensive, she said. 

She is not alone. The U.S. Census Bureau estimated that 15.7% of the population was without medical insurance in 2004, roughly 45.8 million people. 

Health fairs like this one are ways that agencies are reaching out and providing lifesaving information and services. The agencies, such as Catholic Charities and the Department of Health, hope that more people will spread the word about the free health fairs and encourage greater participation. They insist that the healthcare resources are there for the people that need them the most and choose to seek them out. 

According to Catholic Charities Director, Linda McKamie, Catholic Charities USA gave the local chapter a grant to fund emergency prescriptions. Partnering with a local pharmacy, they were able to fill 14 prescriptions that day. 

Plans are being made for the next health fair in the local colonias. Although all the groups participating hope to see a better turnout than the 24 people who attended on Feb. 18, they're happy to help even one. 

We're definitely excited to be here, Tiffany Milner said. For some of the first years (students), it's the best thing that's ever happened to them. 

