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Vision of hope

Navy, Air Force eye team provides beauty of sight to Moroccans

By JOCS(SW) Gary Ross, Public Affairs Office, MEDFLAG 2003


Imagine not being able to see your own children, grandchildren, wife or husband.  Imagine being that way either all of your life, or at least most of it.  

Currently, a seven-man and woman U.S. Navy and Air Force ophthalmology team is in the small town of Er Rachidia, Morocco, as part of MEDFLAG 2003 to bring hope, and more importantly sight, to those who desperately need it. 

MEDFLAG is an annual exercise that rotates among African countries providing direct humanitarian medical outreach to outlying communities, as well as providing real-world training opportunities for U.S. and host nation medical personnel.

Working from an eye clinic in a small rural Southeastern Moroccan town, Air Force Col. John Kupko, CDR Asa Morton, CDR James Tidwell, LT Brice Nicholson and three ophthalmology technicians work 12-hour days performing surgeries such as eyelid repairs, cataract and tumor removals and various cosmetic procedures in and around the eyes.

“We’ve seen a wide range of eye problems since our arrival,” said Morton.  “We’ve seen children who’ve sustained traumatic eye injuries and a bunch of cataract cases.”

Morton explained that cataracts, although serious, are a treatable cause of blindness.

“We’ve found that the population far exceeds the amount of doctors that are available to treat these patients,” Morton said.  “One of the leading causes of cataract cases here is the intense sun.  If the patients have been properly screened and diagnosed, then we’ll perform surgery on as many people as we can while we’re here.”

Morton also stated that the Moroccan doctors are very efficient at what they do under the most austere conditions.

“We might have more automated equipment back in the States, however this provides us the opportunity to train and learn from each other,” Morton said. 

And more often than not, it’s the interaction between the U.S. and Moroccan doctors that brings forward the benefits.

“We come to these types of missions thinking that we’re only going to be giving,” Morton said.  “But what we learn is that we get as well.  We get a whole heck of a lot.  We have corpsmen and a resident doctor here who are learning to be flexible and to think out of the box.  This is a wonderful model for them to develop and progress in their training.  In the end, you find that you can do a whole lot more with a lot less.”

Three highly-trained ocular surgical technicians assist Drs. Kupko, Morton and Tidwell during each surgery.

“Our initial plan was to try and see as many patients in one day as we could, said HM2 Joe Vitzen,” an ophthalmology technician.  “The first few days you must have patience as we learn to work with our Moroccan counterparts.  The bottom line is that we’ll see as many people as we possibly can in the next two weeks.”

During the first two days of surgeries, the vast majority of the cases were for cataract removal.

“Our ultimate goal is to have the patient walk out of the clinic, under their own power and able to see much better than they did when they came in here,” Vitzen said.  “In some cases, we’re able to take someone who’s virtually blind and give them sight.”

The eye team also performed ocular plastic surgeries, which included lifting of droopy eyelids and taking an eye that drifts, or “lazy eye,” and correcting it through the wonder of plastic surgery.

“The opportunity we have here to train our personnel and interact with the Moroccans shouldn’t be taken for granted,” Morton said.  “A lot of money has gone into this exercise and the opportunity put forth to us, I think we’ve risen to the occasion.  It’s a great team and opportunity to do a lot of good and I think that lesson will live in this country for years after we leave.”

