Westgate Medical Practice, in Dundee has had a link with a health clinic in Malawi for over ten years. The link originated in April 2005, when, Pam Wilson, a District Nurse attached to the practice went on secondment to Malawi, or as it is referred to ‘the warm heart of Africa’ under the auspices of the Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO) Scheme.  Pam took up the post of a Clinical Nurse Tutor at the Malawian College of Health Science in Zomba, in the southern region of Malawi.

To set the scene, Malawi is a landlocked country in southeast Africa. It is bordered by Zambia to the northwest, Tanzania to the northeast and Mozambique on the east, south and west. Malawi is among the world’s least developed and most densely populated countries. It has a low life expectancy, high infant mortality and a high prevalence of HIV/AIDS.  
Whilst in Malawi, Pam sent us regular e-mail updates of her work which were promulgated to all members of the team. A few of us felt we had a moral responsibility to ponder for a moment, consider our options, and try to do something practical to help our colleagues in Malawi . We considered a range of options and decided to follow the World Health Organisation mantra to “think global, act local”. Our global mission was thus to help our health care colleagues in Malawi, and our local task to find a clinic to twin with.     

Dr Ron Neville one of the partners at Westgate who has led this project from the outset with me had a contact in Malawi that would prove invaluable in helping us find a twin. Our first clinic was Zingwangwa Clinic which serves circa 126,000 people in a township adjacent to Blantyre. The clinic tries to manage a full range of health conditions, but in a resource poor environment and to our amazement without resident medical staff. Contrast that to us here at Westgate Medical Practice in Dundee adjacent to a major teaching hospital serving an urban population of 10,700 patients, with eight medical partners and a full range of nursing, support staff and equipment, utilising Information Technology to the full.  

By embarking on this route we were following in the path of many Scots before us as the people of Scotland and the people of Malawi have established many links through churches, universities, schools etc. going back to the time of David Livingstone, a Scottish missionary and one of the greatest European explorers of Africa.
Initially, we were fortunate to receive International Development funding through the Scottish Government as they liked the concept. After encouragement from a patient of the practice we formed our own charity. 
Dr Neville the project lead was the first from Westgate to visit Malawi in 2007 and in May 2010 I had the pleasure of making my first trip spending educational leave there to see for myself how our funding had been used and observe at first hand the challenges of providing  healthcare in Malawi. In addition Dr Louise Lowe has gone out to visit Zingwangwa.
The relationship with Zingwangwa was sustained for a number of years. More recently we ‘twinned’ with Matawale Clinic in Matawale near the city of Zomba in the south of the country. 
Funds from our book club and the sale of local artist’s work in the practice in addition to donations have allowed us to internet enable the clinic and the six staff houses on site. Quarterly donations allow the clinician in charge to procure much needed equipment as he see fit. The key point is that this is sustainable, albeit on a modest scale

I have made two further trips to Malawi in 2013 and in May this year. The good news element is that overt the past ten years I can see steady progress being made. On this last visit to Matawale it was a pleasant surprise to see that all contacts were being recorded on a clinical system and the Clinic had appointed a Data Input Clerk
On a daily basis as we grapple with the latest change in the NHS it is all too easy to take for granted the high standard of care patients in the United Kingdom receive from the majority of Primary Care providers. Until I firs visited Malawi, I thought that we worked hard but having witnessed first hand what our counterparts in Malawi have to contend with on a daily basis, we really need put our working life into perspective.  

My colleagues at Westgate have found the whole experience of being ‘twinned’  rewarding and if having read this article you think this type of project is something you would like to get involved with please feel free to contact me.
During my life I have had the pleasure of being involved in a number of innovative projects but the Malawi twinning is somehow that bit more special and we aim to maintain our links with ‘warm heart of Africa’ for many years to come.  
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