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Ethiopia

A Small but Mighty Cohort of Doctors, Shaped by Canadian Relationships

The Family Medicine program in Ethiopia had an auspicious start in its partnership with Canada. Dr. Jane
Philpott, our recent federal Minister of Health, conducted the needs assessment for what a contextual training
program would look like. Now they're on the seventh cohort of trained graduates, supported ongoingly by the
University of Toronto. Meseret was in the first group of residents and is now their Program Director. She is
overseeing a strong triage response, where the Family Medicine program runs a "Fever and Cough" clinic to see
patients with suspected COVID-19. They are in a State of Emergency, and preventative measures for
transmission are being emphasized, but community transmission is now being documented with an exponential
rise of cases.

Their Department is noticing that patients are avoiding coming in to the community-based clinic or hospital due
to their fear of the pandemic, where their residency training program takes place. So they are discussing ways to
see patients who are not willing to come to them - those with chronic disease, who require palliative care - a
holistic approach to community care and a long-term vision of consequences post-pandemic.

"Family Physicians can adapt anywhere and we are flexible."

Dr. Zerihun spoke extensively about the involvement of Canadian faculty in the development of the nascent
Family Medicine program in Addis Ababa. From our prior federal Minister of Health, Dr. Jane Philpott's initial
needs assessment to Dr. Brian Cornelson living in-country for almost three years to ongoing relationships within
the University of Toronto - it's been a large and sustained contribution. For the 27 graduates so far, the
experience has been shaped by Canadian involvement and support. Even during the pandemic, they are being
sent pre-recorded videos for teaching.

"We should focus on prevention in our set-up… especially in countries whose health systems are
overburdened already."
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She shared how when the Family Medicine residents have had to quarantine due to exposure, they reach out to
her about how eager they are to get back into the community to serve. One might imagine, given the
involvement of Family Medicine physicians and residents in triage and management, that scaling up of this
fledgling program will be prioritized and scaled up. This has been the government's intention, and it will be
interesting for Canadians to continue to contribute.

Personally, through the Besrour Centre and the University of Calgary, I had travelled to Gondar in Ethiopia to
sensitize specialists to the concept of Family Medicine. We conducted a workshop around the context of primary
care in a rural Ethiopian environment. Since that time, the program has not managed to retain residents. It's a
huge challenge to built capacity, but this interview shows clearly that there is a need. The contribution of Family
Medicine is already making an impact.

Adaptability. Triage. Prevention.

Thank you, Meseret, for sharing the stories about our network of relationships between our two countries and
the legacy of this partnership. Your leadership and insights are so needed at this time.

Listen to the podcast here: https://cfppodcast.libsyn.com/covid-19-global-pandemic-and-family-medicine-ep8-
ethiopia

Dr. Meseret Zerihun is one of the first cohorts of residents to graduate as a family physician in her country of
Ethiopia. She was enrolled in the first family medicine training program established in Ethiopia in 2013 at Addis
Ababa University. She is now working as an assistant professor at Addis Ababa University, where she is
involved in teaching, mentoring, educating, and supervising residents. She has demonstrated positive
leadership skills and determination, which enabled her to be appointed as the Program Director and department
head of the family medicine program at Addis Ababa University. Meseret has also been involved in delivering
health care to underprivileged communities and is passionate about mentoring and encouraging future female
leaders.and hopes to play a vital role in strengthening the primary care system in her country. She would like to
pursue her PHD in global health and implementation science.

Dr. Christine Gibson (www.christinegibson.net) is a family physician in Calgary, Canada with a background in
justice work, medical education, and global health. A skilled facilitator and speaker, she is engaged in building
individual and community resilience. Her writing creates the woven narrative between her interests - wellbeing,
trauma recovery, and the power of story.
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