
Summer is the rainy season in Ethiopia and during a recent video tour 
of the Addis Ababa Fistula Hospital we were lucky enough to see 
patients enjoying the beautiful, lush gardens that benefit from the 
regular downpours. For Hamlin hospitals, offering a peaceful and 
pleasant environment is a crucial part of patient care. 

Just as important for treatment and recovery is a regular supply of 
drugs and medical equipment. We were shown a delivery that had 
recently arrived, including stoma bags for patients who have had 
complex surgery and surgical instruments crucial for fistula repair 
operations. 

You, our generous supporters, have helped us to provide over £55,000 
worth of essential medical supplies and equipment to Hamlin Fistula 
Ethiopia so far this year. This is vital for the treatment of patients, 
helping them to recover from devastating fistula injuries and go on to 
live happier and healthier lives. 
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Our Lead Pharmacist in Addis Ababa, 
Melaku Tilahun, highlighted this, 
explaining: “There isn’t one point in the 
pathway of care for patients at Hamlin 
where the pharmacy isn’t needed – what 
we have here is make or break for our 
patients.’’ 

We are so grateful to every one of our supporters who has contributed 
to buying these items. Thank you for your generosity and for helping us step 
closer to ending fistula in Ethiopia forever. 



Exceeding Targets in a a challenging year
Progress Across Hamlin Hospitals 
We are delighted to share with you the most recent treatment 
impact results from all six Hamlin hospitals. Despite the challenges 
of Covid-19, our surgical teams operated on 1,508 women between 
July 2020 and June 2021. This figure exceeds the target for the year by 
10% and is testament to the hard work and dedication of our team of 
Health Heroes in Ethiopia.

The map shows how many surgeries 
were delivered at each Hamlin centre. 
A higher number of surgeries were 
undertaken at our headquarters 
hospital in Addis Ababa. As well as 
providing surgery for women from the 
Addis Ababa urban and surrounding 
areas, the hospital also delivers more 
complex surgeries for patients who 
have been transferred from one of 
the regional fistula hospitals. 

Hamlin 
Health 
Heroes 

Even seasoned Hamlin supporters 
may not realise that rehabilitation 
centre Desta Mender and the 
Hamlin College of Midwives share 
the same site, in a beautiful 
setting nestling below a hill about 
25km west of Addis Ababa.

Originally established as somewhere 
for long-term patients to live, 
Desta Mender has expanded its 
scope in recent years. As part 
of the Hamlin Model of Care, 
all patients are provided with 
basic training covering literacy, 
numeracy, handicrafts and health 
at whichever hospital they are 
treated. Almost all patients are now 
able to return to their villages but 
those who have had more complex 
surgeries, and may be adapting to 
life with a stoma bag, are offered 
the opportunity to come to Desta 
Mender for rehabilitation support.   

Tigist Aman has been the 
Rehabilitation and Reintegration 
Manager since 2019, having joined 
Hamlin ten years earlier. Originally 
from Jigjiga in the east of Ethiopia, 
she came to Addis Ababa in 
2002, gaining a Master’s degree 
in Educational Leadership and 
Management from the university. 

Tigist Aman Rehabilitation and Reintegration Manager 

Tigist has one daughter who is 16 
years old.  

We recently talked to Tigist by Zoom 
and she told us how proud she 
is of Desta Mender and the way it 
has recently developed its work in 
women’s empowerment through life 
skills and vocational training. Tigist 
leads three-month courses aimed 
at enhancing women’s self-esteem 
and developing their business skills, 
enabling them to contribute in their 
communities and ensuring they have 
every chance to thrive upon leaving 
Hamlin. Women have a choice of 
undertaking training in farming, 
pottery, catering or managing 
poultry. All the women leave Desta 
Mender with a certificate from the 
Addis Ababa Holeta Polytechnic 
College.

Our regional hospitals continued 
to deliver hundreds of vital 
surgeries to women living in rural 
communities. The number of 
operations carried out at Mekele 
Fistula Hospital was lower than 
normal this year, as it was closed 
for a full refurbishment for a 
number of months. It has recently 
re-opened (pictured left), although 
the conflict in the Tigray region has 
presented some challenges. 

Hamlin Fistula Ethiopia CEO Tesfaye Mamo with 
the team at the newly refurbished Mekele Centre 
in May 2021.

“Seeing the women’s pride 
in what they have achieved 
and their smiling faces at the 
end of their training is the 
best thing about my job.”



Welcoming 
Baroness Blackstone

our new Patron 

We are delighted to introduce you to Hamlin Fistula UK’s new Patron, Baroness 
Tessa Blackstone. Baroness Blackstone is a leading advocate for women’s health 
issues around the world and has enjoyed a distinguished career in education, 
politics and public life. We are honoured that she has agreed to be a champion 
for our work in Ethiopia and we were keen to hear about her experiences of 
Ethiopia and her interest in maternal health. Hamlin Fistula CEO Helen Marriott 
sat down with Baroness Blackstone over Zoom and a cup of coffee to find out 
more…

Baroness Blackstone, we are delighted to welcome you as Hamlin Fistula UK’s 
first ever Patron. What is it about Hamlin’s work that stands out to you and why 
have you chosen to become involved with fistula as a cause?
I have been lucky enough to visit the fistula hospital in Addis Ababa twice, and each 
time I was hugely impressed by the work that was being done there and enormously 
sympathetic to the plight of women who had suffered terribly as a result of fistula. So, 
I feel the cause is a very good one. Ethiopia doesn’t have the network of health services 
it needs, particularly in remote rural areas, to prevent fistula. One only hopes that in 
the longer term that will happen because fistula is eminently preventable and today, 
due to improved health services around the world, fistula is no longer a problem for 
women in many countries. So it seemed to me when I was approached about this that 
it was something really worth doing.

Can you tell us more about your trips to Ethiopia?
The first time I went I spent a little over two weeks there, some of the time in Addis 
Ababa and some in Harar. The trip included visits to a number of health facilities 
and the Hamlin hospitals were included. The second time was in 2017, I was with a 
parliamentary delegation which was looking at sexual and reproductive health and 
family planning.  I was so impressed by Hamlin’s Addis Ababa Fistula Hospital. It had 
excellent facilities and standards of hygiene and even a pleasant garden. 

What do you think some of the biggest disadvantages facing women and girls in 
sub-Saharan African countries like Ethiopia are today?
Firstly, access to good family planning, this varies from country to country and also 
varies within countries, according to the region you happen to live in. There isn’t 
enough access to pre-natal or post-natal care, or adequate facilities for women who 

need assisted deliveries including caesarean sections. So there is still a very long way to 
go and Ethiopia is not at all unique in this respect - it is true of a lot of other countries in 
Africa. However, I would like to be optimistic. Some excellent progress is being made, 
including a significant reduction in maternal deaths in the past decade.

You are currently Chair of Trustees for the Royal College of Obstetricians and 
Gynaecologists here in the UK. Can you tell us about your work with them?
It’s something I’m very glad to have taken on. Obviously, I’m neither an obstetrician 
nor a gynaecologist but there as a lay person to bring other kinds of expertise. I’m 
interested in women’s health and the Royal College is keen to support improvements 
in women’s health outside the UK.  They have a large number of members in countries 
outside the UK and that attracted me to the organisation. 

Dr Catherine Hamlin’s hope was to end fistula in Ethiopia forever. What do you 
think are the most important steps in realising that dream?
I think it is very important to work with the government and public health system in 
Ethiopia, because this shouldn’t just be dependent on charitable donations. However 
hard you work at it, there’s never going to be enough to do everything that needs to be 
done. Ethiopia also needs a better network of healthcare centres across the country. 
It’s a big challenge to attract healthcare professionals to work in remote rural areas. 
Identifying local women who have the potential to be trained and take on this work is 
important. 

What is your message to Hamlin Fistula UK supporters?
Thank you so much for your support. It is hugely valued - and even relatively small 
donations will go quite a long way in Ethiopia. For example, even a donation of £10 
will contribute to supporting the treatment of a woman who is suffering terribly with 
fistula, but can be helped by the work the Hamlin hospitals are doing. I’d also like to say 
to all Hamlin supporters - please make this a long-term commitment and encourage 
others to do what you’re doing. It will be hugely appreciated by those that are working 
so hard to deal with this horrible condition in Ethiopia itself. 
 

Baroness Blackstone at the Addis Ababa Fistula Hospital in 2017



With no medical support, as her labour went into the end of its second day she realised 
something was terribly wrong. Aselefech managed to travel to the nearest government 
hospital, where she had a caesarean section, but tragically it was too late for her baby. 
Not only did she have a stillbirth, but the extended labour had left Aselefech with a 
fistula. 

Thankfully, the doctors at the government hospital referred Aselefech to Hamlin Fistula 
Ethiopia for specialist help. Within six months she had travelled to Addis Ababa for 
surgery, which was a success. After recovering, Aselefech returned home to join her 
daughters. She had learnt pottery skills from her mother and her only source of income 
now was from making pots: “It was from their sale that we got the money for rent and 
food. There were times where we sold nothing and slept hungry.”

Not long after Aselefech was discharged home, a new project was launched at Desta 
Mender to offer women a two-month business skills training course. Rehabilitation 
manager Tigist Aman knew about Aselefech’s pottery work and invited her to join the 
course. The business training gave Aselefech a new perspective on her work – and a 
chance to hone her skills to become accomplished in making injera baking plates (for 
traditional Ethiopian bread), pots, dishes, flowerpots and many other products.

“Aselefech is a very brave woman with an inborn talent. Our role in this training was 
to show her how talented she is and direct her into exploiting it for business,” Tigist 
explained.

And Aselefech herself is proud of her new skills: “I used to make my pottery products in 
a very backward and labour-intensive way. This training has shown me how to do it in a 
modern way and give my daughters a better life they deserve.”

Caring and Sharing East Sussex have been dedicated and generous supporters 
of Hamlin for over 30 years. The group was established in 1982 with the motto 
“Live more simply that others may simply live”. By making a small reduction 
in their personal spending, members give the savings made to help one of 14 
overseas projects, with the aim of sharing their comparative wealth to help 
provide the basic needs of life to those in poorer countries.

In 1984 the chairperson of Caring and Sharing visited the Addis Abba Fistula 
Hospital and got to know Reg and Catherine Hamlin. This connection has been 
maintained ever since and over the years the group has donated over £200,000 
to our work in Ethiopia. Julia Maling, Caring and Sharing Project Officer told 
us, “It has been wonderful to see how the hospital has developed with regional 
centres and trained midwives in the villages making a huge difference to so many 
women’s lives. We hope to continue to support Hamlin Fistula UK with their aim 
to end obstetric fistula in Ethiopia.”

Thank you to all the members of Caring and Sharing for your wonderful support 
and generosity, you have made a significant difference to the lives of women 
suffering from obstetric fistula across Ethiopia.

Supporter Spotlight
Caring and Sharing 
East Sussex

Thank you

Nurturing talent at Desta Mender 

Aselefech’s story 

Aselefech, 35, is from a small 
town in central Ethiopia. 
Although her life has 
sometimes been hard, until 
recently she was happily 
married with daughters aged 
fifteen and three at home. 
She was delighted to become 
pregnant for a third time, but 
was left shocked six months 
into her pregnancy when 
her husband abandoned 
the family. Aselefech stayed 
strong and when the time 
came for her third baby to 
be born she prepared to give 
birth at home, as she had 
done with her daughters.
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