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Interview conducted with the director of a community health center located in Guatemala City.

Question 1:  Tell me about your health center. Where does the funding come from?

Answer:  Our health center was created fifteen years ago as a result of the desire by a German development organization, which is linked to the Church, to serve the poor of Guatemala City.  They started with a community center providing services to the community in partnership with local service agencies.  They focused on children, particularly those that were living on the streets.  Given how successful the project was, the center started to provide health services as well, and to open up from children living on the streets to children and families in general.  The center is now funded by the German organization in partnership with other church-related organizations and with matching funds from the Guatemala Department of Health.  

Question 2: What services does your center provide?
Our health center provides health services to a community of around 3,300 people, with a very special focus on community participation, which comes from our history as an organization working with children living on the streets.  We certainly still do that, but through the years we found the need to serve children and families in general.  We have on our staff three family medicine physicians, a group of 10 nurses, and three interns from one of the city medical schools.  Medical students from Germany come in summer for two-month internships.  Additionally, we have 25 community health workers, all from the community, who are trained to educate families on health with an emphasis on prevention.   We focus on healthy nutrition, physical activity, and prevention of sexually transmitted diseases.  

The work with children living on the streets is done through a partnership with a university school of social work.  We provide them check ups and treat infections of different kind.  I am particularly happy that, through this partnership, we have been able to further develop this line of work, which, as I said earlier, is at origin of our community health center. 

Question 3: Please talk a little about the people that your health center serves.   Tell me about who they are, where do they come from, what they do in terms of occupation, and why do they seek services at the center.

Answer:  The people we serve work in different activities but mostly in the informal economy.  Children and adults work on the market, loading and unloading trucks of produce, selling all kinds of things on the streets, in construction when the economy is doing well, and the women also as maids in hotels and the homes of richer families.  These people migrated from the highlands and settled in this area of the city.  They are bilingual, speaking different Maya languages and Spanish.  Kaqchikel is commonly heard in the streets of this community.  

I would say that the most common issues are related to nutrition, infectious diseases, and asthma.  Because of this, we are working hard on developing health promotion and education programs focusing on prevention and healthy eating habits.  Our community health workers play a key role in allowing for that.

Question 4:  How does your health center adjust to the cultural characteristics of the people you serve?

Answer: I would say that having trained women from the community as health advisors has facilitated our work in the community.  They bring the community culture to the health center, but they also keep the community informed about the services we offer.  I also think everyone sees us as an important player in the community.  We have built a reputation through years of hard work.

Question 5.  What do you think needs to be done to improve health care in your community?

Answer:  We need better coordination with the health department and with other community health centers. There is a coordinating body that makes the effort of integrating services across agencies as much as possible, but I don’t think we are being successful.  This has to improve if we are to serve the community even better than we do now.  Of course, the needs are huge, and the resources are limited.  We trust that our German funders will remain with us for a long time into the future.  We rely on them.

Thank you!

