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It is truly an honor to address such an impressive gathering that we have here today.  And it is also a very special event for me, to be here in Nigeria as a citizen diplomat, to share my knowledge with you and for us to learn together.

This is a rare opportunity--- to meet with a group of Nigerians who represent leaders from such a wide variety of professions.

In our audience we have educators, business executives, health care professionals, government officials, environmentalists, the media, representatives from private sector organizations and many more. 

The common denominator that you share is that all of you a previous participants in the International Visitors Program—“IVP Alumni” if you will.

In gathering this group together, our goal is to establish a living, on-going relationship among this diverse and accomplished group of leaders.  Some of you may already have ties to others in this room, perhaps personally or to the businesses or organizations they represent.  The opportunity is certainly with us today - to connect---to  form new bonds, friendships and partnerships that will help to strengthen Nigerian society in the years to come. 

The question is - How can each of you accomplish this challenge?  

To strengthen Nigerian society for the prosperity of its future.

From my perspective, one way to do this is through Volunteerism and Community Action- a time honored, proven plan of action. 

What you do now to help your community will impact its future.     Volunteerism is really more “Community in Action” because You as the community are putting your resources into action in order to make a difference. 

Promoting this SPIRIT of volunteerism, community service, self-initiated action for the good  of your community is one goal of the IVP program and a personal goal for myself. I have a tremendous passion and commitment for volunteerism.  My volunteer work has been life changing but also life enriching. It’s an amazing phenomenon.
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I would like to share with you a quote from Dr. Tom Dooley which gives a bit more eloquence to this philosophy.

“Dedicate some of your life to others. Your dedication will not be a sacrifice. It will be an exhilarating experience because it is an intense effort applied toward a meaningful end.”

This is absolutely how I feel about my own work.

Dr. Dooley was famous American physician who devoted a good deal of his life to humanitarian work and medical care in Vietnam. He impacted thousands by establishing hospitals, transporting refugees and mobilizing many individuals to assist in medical relief work.
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Let me give you a little background information about myself and the organization I am representing, Medical Missions Foundation.

First of all, I am a fellowship trained pediatric ophthalmologist from Kansas City.  (in the middle of the US)

I am married to an ophthalmologist (he takes care of adults) and have 3 children, one of whom is with us here today-Ben, a student at Brown University.
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I am currently the president of MMF, a not for profit, non-sectarian organization; a grass-roots NGO. In addition to my leadership role, I have participated in 5 medical trips myself, performing eye surgery and examinations.

MMF is a relatively young organization, established in 1996, by Dr. Tony Racela. Dr. Racela is a Filipono-American pathologist whose dream as founder was to form an organization that would be able to provide medical and surgical care to the indigent people of the Philippines. Well, as the organization grew, and more individuals became involved our goals grew and changed. We now serve a number or countries. We are still changing and are very much a growing organization. 
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Our mission is to provide aid to indigent people, mostly children of developing and economically depressed countries throughout the world through medical and surgical care.
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Our secondary commitment is to ensure the medical care is ongoing; this is accomplished by teaching local health care providers and providing donated supplies and equipment to the countries we serve.
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We are a local organization, addressing global needs.

I feel our success, to a large part, is attributed to a VERY dedicated, hard working and passionate group of volunteer nurses, physicians, lay volunteers. We all deeply care about our cause.  Most of our funds we raise ourselves and most volunteers pay their own travel expenses.
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Through the work of our medical teams, thousands of children and adults have been medically or surgically treated and received care that would otherwise not be available to them.

Over the past 8 years we have donated over 10 million dollars of medical equipment and supplies during our 28 medical trips.
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We have traveled to 8 different countries for our medical missions; Guatemala, Mexico, Cuba, Croatia, The Philippines, Romania, Vietnam, China Once we establish a need and a connection is made, we often re-visit a country to provide continued medical and surgical care.

Just as with today’s audience, there is a great deal of diversity within the volunteers of MMF. Not only are there the usual Drs. and nurses, but community volunteers, artists-who donate their artwork for fundraising and talents in art clinics on mission trips, educators, and biomedical technicians.

What I have SEEN with MMF is how a diverse group, a grass roots NGO can change lives. 
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I can’t emphasize strongly enough the impact that such an organization can have. By focusing on clearly defined objectives and needs within a society, NGO’s can accomplish a great deal and help create social change.

Ofcourse-government does have a responsibility for the welfare of its less fortunate citizens, but a Non-governmental/non-political organization has the ability to influence and address a social change where they see it and where they think it is needed.
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NGO’s are critically important to any society.

NGO’s are one of the fastest growing and most significant forces in the field of international developmental assistance. This is certainly recognized by the US government as well as governments world wide.

(From a historical perspective) Between 1970 and 1990 funding devoted to developed-country NGO projects and programs in Lesser Developed Countries (LDC’S) grew from just under $1 billion to over $5 billion. Approximately 50% of that funding came form the US and a large % form European nations including Sweden, Switzerland,  Norway and Germany.
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NGO’s can be much more effective at local levels with the people they are trying to assist than massive bilateral and multilateral aid programs.

They are often able to attract more funding than even the best intended governmental programs can allocate.

Due to their non-governmental and non-profit status they tend to commend themselves to the people at large and build relationships of trust and confidence between them and the poorer members of the communities they are part of. (people see them as more legitimate-less suspicion and cynicism from the people )
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In order for NGO’s to succeed, they need to be accountable. 

In using the term accountable, this is what I mean.

Affairs of the organization should be conducted in an open door policy.

Clearly define the objectives and plans of the organization and utilize the resources and funding towards those plans in ways that are clear to all.

Be accountable to your donors-If donors are convinced that their money is being well-spent, they are more likely to contribute in the future.

I see this as a responsibility of a non profit organization--------to preserve public trust. In the US laws exist which provide safeguards for openness and accountability. (file annual form detailing financial activities) This is also a requirement of Nigerian law.
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So what are the means by which accountability can be accomplished?

-Financial reports-reports detailing the finances of the organization

-Self regulation-by this I mean an internal mechanism, policy and procedure within the organization to evaluate the spending.

-Communication Plan-to the public and donors-how and why what the organization spends

-Annual Report-summarizing yearly activities

-Printed PR materials-brochures, packets, handouts
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The bottom line is that accountability will help to make an organization more sustainable and ultimately accomplish its goals.
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So what does all of this mean to the IV alumni group?  I hope that I have helped to promote the spirit and further of the cause of volunteerism and community action-

A see that great potential exists within this room…This group of IV alumni represent leaders of the Nigerian society. The potential exists with this group to make the IV alumni in Nigeria a living, function, and contributing reality—to make a difference in the lives of fellow Nigerians.

I can only speak from my own experience. I am a pediatric ophthalmologist-a children’s eye physician and surgeon. But of equal importance, I am a Volunteer-within my own community and the global community, giving my time and expertise to help to change lives. 


Let me tell you in doing this, my own life has been enriched in incredible ways I would have never expected.

Just, imagine what each of YOU can do…….and what the IV alumni association-as a whole can do..….for the people of Nigeria.

This is just the first step.
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I leave you with an inspirational quote and food for thought- a quote from Kofi Annan.

“In the twenty-first century I believe the mission of the United Nations will be defined by a new, more profound awareness of the sanctity and dignity of every human life, regardless of race or religion.  This will require us to look beyond the framework of states and beneath the surface of nations and communities. We must focus, as never before, on improving the conditions of the individual men and women who give the State or nation its richness and character.”

Thank you very much for this opportunity. 

