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In early July, I traveled to El Salvador to work with Libras de Amor (Pounds of Love), a program that was created by a non-profit organization called FUSAL (The Salvadoran Foundation for Health and Development).  Libras de Amor is a comprehensive nutritional program whose goal is to reduce the high rates of child malnutrition in rural El Salvador.  Similarly to other Latin American countries, El Salvador is a country of disparities, especially in the health field.  There are striking disparities in health indicators and healthcare services in urban and rural areas.  Rural peasants are less educated and their children are more likely to suffer from stunting, malnutrition, and anemia compared to their urban counterparts.  
Libras de Amor has determined that child malnutrition is caused by multiple factors including low socioeconomic status, low maternal education, and the lack of availability of nutritious foods.  The program seeks to decrease malnutrition by targeting each one of these factors.  It currently serves six municipalities (each one composed of about a dozen rural villages) and provides women and children under the age of five with primary and nutritional healthcare, increases the availability of nutritious foods, introduces strategies to improve family income, and provides education concerning life habits.  Up to now, Libras de Amor has decreased malnutrition rates significantly in the municipalities it serves.  

This summer Princeton in Latin America (PiLA) gave me the opportunity to work with a Libras de Amor health team in rural El Salvador.  The team I worked with is responsible for Apaneca and Concepción de Ataco, two rural municipalities located in western El Salvador.  My team was composed of Aimet (doctor), Yvonne (nutritionist), Leydi (nurse), Angelica (health promoter), and Lesli (health promoter).  From Monday to Friday, Aimet, Yvonne and I shared a house in Apaneca with the health team that served the municipality of Guaymango. 

Each day, my team and I loaded our pick-up truck with medicine, vitamins, medical supplies, and bagged nutritious foods.  We then visited two villages where we set up our traveling clinic.  We would set up our simple clinic in one of the mother’s home where mothers and children from nearby homes would be waiting for us.  After setting up, the weight and height of children under the age of five and of expecting mothers would be measured and recorded.  From this information, we determined nutritional status.   While the doctor, nutritionist, and nurse gave consultations to the children and to expecting mothers, the health promoter gave educational talks to the mothers who waited for their turn.  The talks included topics such as the H1N1 influenza (which closed down Salvadoran schools for about 4 weeks this summer), hygiene, nutrition, gender roles, and stimulation of young children.  
From day one, I felt at home with the team.  Everyone was very warm, welcoming, and willing to share their knowledge and experience with me.  I immediately became an active member of the team.  I helped load and unload the truck, shadowed everyone during consultations and gave educational talks.  One of my most memorable memories from this summer is my interaction with the mothers and the children. The children are beautiful.  All of the women I met are honest, hard-working, and loving mothers.  As I talked to them, a number of mothers confided in me that the program was changing their life. For example, one mother said that before the program she had felt lost and without hope.  Through the program, however, she has gained knowledge that has empowered her and enabled her to open up a nutritienda, a Libras de Amor-sponsored shop which sells nutritious foods in rural villages.
About 50% of children in the municipalities our team served are malnourished. About 40% of the mothers are illiterate and teen pregnancy is high. Most live in extreme poverty.  It is clear then, that although the program brings Salvadoran mothers and children much hope there is much more to be done.  Good nutritional health, I believe, is key to educational and thus social and economic advancement. Although it feels great to have been part of the Libras de Amor program, I cannot wait to be a doctor so that I can make a bigger, lasting impact.  My summer in El Salvador has been a great stepping stone in the life of service I have decided to lead.  I am truly grateful to PiLA, Libras de Amor and the Princeton class of 1995 for making this trip possible. 
