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Out of Africa …

 

The First ever “International Congress on Dermatological
Care for All – a Basic Human Right” was held in Addis Ababa
and Mekele, Ethiopia from November 1st to 4th, 2006.
Those who have known Ethiopia for its infamous famines
and poverty would have been surprised to see the basic and
small but very clean and efficient International airport in
which we landed from so many different parts of the world.

I should begin the description of the congress by expressing
my immense gratitude to the International Society of Derma-
tology for sponsoring this congress wholeheartedly which
was held under the patronage of various agencies of the
Government of Italy like the Ministries of Health, Interior,
Justice, Italian Embassy in Ethiopia, to name a few. I would
like to thank the ISD for choosing me as the recipient of the
Travel Award to attend this wonderful conference. The ISD
was represented by Luttgard Wiest of Germany who serves
the organization in the capacity of Executive Vice President.
For those of us who are wondering as to what the connection
is between Ethiopia and Italy, there is commendable work
being done with a very generous support from the Italian
government in many developmental programs of Ethiopia as
Italy had occupied Ethiopia for a few years in the 1940s and
has since maintained cordial relations with it and its people.
Prof. Aldo Morrone of San Gallicano Institute of Rome who
is known far and wide for his invaluable and selfless help and
support to the marginalized populations of Italy like the
illegal immigrants, beggars, prostitutes and other unfortunate
individuals, has set up a dermatological department in
Mekele, Tigray region of Ethiopia. He and his team of two
wonderful charming young Italian women dermatologists
serve a population of 4 million for their dermatological needs.
Interestingly they are the only dermatologists in the entire
region, a region suffering severely from the usual and also the
most exotic of dermatological diseases which Prof. Morrone
and his team effectively tackle taking help of teledermatology
too at times when the going gets tough! It would be impos-
sible to describe Prof. Morrone’s contribution to community
dermatology in this short report but let me state candidly that
if every country produced just one Aldo Morrone; the derma-
tological world would be a better place to live in! Bravo!

The conference was inaugurated in the presence of H.E. the
Health Minister of Ethiopia, H.E. The Health Bureau Chief of
Tigray, Ethiopia, H.E. The Italian Ambassador to Ethiopia,
etc. Well-known ambassadors of community dermatology and
champions of low cost and effective dermatology in developing
countries like Terence Ryan and Prof. Paul Buxton attended

the conference imparting their sagely advice and wisdom in
many areas. Dr Luttgard Wiest gave a crisp presentation of the
aims and activities of International Society of Dermatology.
The conference was attended by dermatologists and special-
ists from all over the world like Italy, USA, UK, Germany,
France, Mexico, Sweden, Luxemburg, Kenya, and of course
Ethiopia. I had the honor of representing India. The confer-
ence was marked by superb scientific material, lectures and
discussions on topics ranging from health care issues of
Ethiopia and the rest of Africa to the global problems of
managing skin diseases in resource poor countries, infectious
skin diseases, dermatological rarities, epidemiology to tele-
medicine and digital imaging in dermatology. There was a
good mix of dermatovenereology topics related to Ethiopia
specifically, of Africa as a continent and with an international
perspective. Issues related to HIV and leprosy too were
discussed both by locals and international faculty. Aldo
Morrone and his team had called many live cases in his
department, an envious array of rarities with striking mor-
phology! It was a veritable live atlas of tropical dermatology
with different presentations of cutaneous leishmaniasis,
cutaneous tuberculosis, oncocerciasis, deep mycoses etc. There
was much discussion and exchange of ideas and opinions,
which contributed significantly in making the conference
truly a learning experience for all.

This conference was a living example of the advantages of
simplicity and compactness. The group was dedicated, inter-
ested, coherent and interactive. There was an atmosphere of
bonhomie and camaraderie. The social programs organized
with the help of the local Ethiopian doctors and politicians
were memorable. We will never forget the Circus Mekele, an
amazing show of acrobatics, agility and beauty of Ethiopian
children! Also equally memorable was the last night in
Mekele when the whole group went to a local restaurant for
a cultural evening and danced with abandon to the haunting
and energetic music of Ethiopia. People of Ethiopia won
everyone’s hearts by their friendliness and willingness to help,
qualities which are not easily found in today’s world! It was
also a unique gastronomic experience! Ethiopian food with
its wonderful pungent spices and a variety of tender meats is
a gourmet’s delight and everybody partook of it with gusto!
The pungency of this cuisine was punctuated by two wonder-
ful Italian meals at the residence of the Ambassador of Italy
and at the residence of Prof. Morrone’s team. The latter will
be remembered all the more fondly for an interesting develop-
ment that took place postprandially! After a long and thought
provoking discussion with Prof. Morrone I made the official
proposal to form a new society of Community Dermatology
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headed by Prof. Morrone and myself. I gave a short talk
explaining the need and the goals of the society and it was
received very well by all. The next day, that is on the concluding
day of the conference I recapitulated the ideas to the audience
and that marked the birth of “Community Dermatology
International” or CDI. A committee has been formed and the
first conference of CDI will be held in Mekele, Ethiopia next
year followed tentatively by India and Mexico. The goals of
this society will be to provide dermatological care to the poor
and disadvantaged, to train health care workers in providing
dermatological care and to spread the message of dermato-
logical health in communities of the entire world.

My special thanks again to ISD for their support in making
this conference possible, to Prof. Aldo Morrone for organiz-
ing the entire event and to all the delegates for making it such
a pleasurable experience with their willingness to teach, share
and learn, all at the same time. I truly hope more and more of

us are able to attend such conferences in the future, which
help us grow in more ways than one.
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Luitgard Weist

 
 

Meeting organizers and the two Italian Dermatologists that staff 
the Ethiopian clinics




