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Join us on 23 May 
to stand up for women in Ethiopia 

on International Day to End Obstetric Fistula

Ending fistula in Ethiopia. Forever.
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A Global Effort to End Fistula Supporting surgeons 
from around the world

As well as leading the fight to 
end fistula in Ethiopia, Hamlin 
is part of a global network of 
partners collaborating to end 
fistula world-wide. 

It is estimated that a staggering 500,000 
women in sub-Saharan Africa and Asia 
are living with untreated fistula and 
each year a further 50,000 – 100,000 
women develop a fistula. 

Fistula is virtually non-existent in 
Europe and North America thanks to 
access to health care. However in poor, 
rural communities across almost 60 
low income countries, limited access 
to maternal health services and poor 
infrastructure result in thousands 
of women suffering the pain and 
devastation of fistula.

From our headquarters hospital in Addis 
Ababa, Hamlin is contributing to efforts 
to end fistula in other countries through 
training surgeons in best-practice fistula 
surgery techniques. 

From the inception of Hamlin Fistula 
Ethiopia, surgeons visited Dr Catherine 
Hamlin to learn and Hamlin surgeons 
travelled abroad to provide training to 
surgeons around the world.

Since 2014, we have provided this 
training in partnership with the 
International Federation of Gynaecology 
and Obstetrics (FIGO) as part of the FIGO 
Fistula Training Initiative to increase 
the number of trained fistula surgeons 
around the world.

Globally, the FIGO Fistula Training 
Initiative has trained 65 surgeons and 
repaired 12,000 fistula injuries since 

2012 when the programme began. 
Twenty-eight of these surgeons and 
six nurses from around the world 
have visited and trained at Hamlin’s 
Addis Ababa Fistula Hospital.

We recently welcomed Dr Atia 
Sharif Nadi from Afghanistan and Dr 
Shuvechchha Dewa Shresrha from 
Nepal, pictured, for six weeks’ training. 
Dr Shresrha told us, 

“This is the best fistula centre I have known 
or heard of by far - I feel like I am in the 
perfect place to learn more. I wish I could 
stay longer”.

Both doctors will return to their home 
countries next month to deliver and 
train others in best-practice surgical 
techniques to repair fistula injuries – 
bringing us one step closer to a world 
without fistula.

Too often women’s health is not at the 
forefront of international policy making. 
But a number of leading networks and 
organisations are standing up and 
advocating for change. International 
Day to End Obstetric Fistula was 
created by the United Nations to 
raise global awareness of the issue 
and is held each year on the 23 
May. The UN has adopted a General 
Resolution on Intensification of efforts 
to end obstetric fistula, and leading non-
profit organisations and UN agencies 
are working to tackle the underlying 
social determinants of fistula including 
child marriage and gender inequality.

It is estimated at least 
500,000 women are 
living with obstetric 
fistula in 60 countries

Hamlin’s 
world-renowned 
Addis Ababa Fistula 
Hospital trains 
surgeons from 
around the world



Semenesh’s journey
Semenesh grew up in a small rural 
village in Southern Ethiopia. 

The youngest of three, she spent her 
childhood doing odd jobs to contribute 
to her family’s income. Her childhood 
was cut short when she married a man 
in a nearby village and soon 
became pregnant. 

With the closest government clinic more than 
seven hours’ walk away, Semenesh did not have 
health checks during her pregnancy. And like most 
mothers in her village, Semenesh planned to give 
birth at home without the help of a trained midwife. 

After three agonising days in labour with no medical 
assistance, Semenesh was finally transported to the government 
hospital where she delivered a stillborn baby while unconscious. 
She was left with a double fistula and severe injuries to her legs 
that left her immobile. 

“I had never seen or heard of such a 
shameful health problem in my life. We all 
believed it was incurable and I went back 
home to await my fate. One year later, my 
husband left me. I was alone in my house 
with no one around to help me move or 
manage myself. There were times when I 
wished for death over living in such agony, 
but I never gave up hope.”  Semenesh

For three years Semenesh remained isolated and uncared for, crumpled on a 
goat skin rug, leaking urine and faeces. A few villagers would bring her food, 
but no one was there to care for her. 

‘’For me this is like being 
born again. I could be dead 
now if I had not arrived 
here.” Semenesh

Following her surgery, Hamlin’s social worker identified Semenesh for rehabilitative 
training. Semenesh stayed at Hamlin’s Desta Mender rehabilitation centre for three 
months, where she received training in life and business skills. She has since 
graduated from the programme and returned home with her health, newfound 
confidence and hope for the future. 

From the government clinic, 
Semenesh was transferred to 
Hamlin’s Yirgalem Fistula 
Hospital. Though she underwent 
two consecutive surgeries to 
repair her fistula, she could not 
be fully cured of her extensive 
injuries and was transferred to 
Hamlin’s main hospital, in the 
capital Addis Ababa.

Here Semenesh was able to 
receive the further life-changing 
treatment she so desperately 
needed. A diversion surgery was 
performed by Hamlin’s clinical 
team and Semenesh was finally 
cured of the incontinence she had 
suffered with for so long. 

“One day I woke up and I started a 
desperate journey seeking help from 
someone, somewhere. I preferred death 
to staying home in such a shameful way, 
so I walked for a full day to reach the 
closest government clinic.”  Semenesh

We simply could not help 
\women like Semenesh without 

your support. If you would like to 
give a gift to help more women 
like Semenesh, please complete 
the donation form on the back. 
£65 could provide pre-operative 

care for one woman.



Sarah Hamlin, granddaughter of 
Dr Catherine Hamlin, reviews the 
moving account of the friendship 
that saved the lives of over 60,000 
of the poorest women on earth.

This is the story of a remarkable friendship 
between two extraordinary women. Born 
twenty-two years apart in the first half 
of the 20th century, Mamitu Gashe and 
Catherine Hamlin first met as patient 
and doctor at the Addis Ababa Fistula 
Hospital and, with a mutual admiration 
and respect that deepened over time, 
became colleagues and close friends who 
held each other in the protective love of a 
mother and daughter.   

Drawing on extensive research, author Sue 
Williams skilfully shapes a narrative that 
covers almost 100 years. During that time 
Ethiopian society has been transformed 
by political revolution, medical and 
technological advancement, and economic 
growth. Mamitu and Catherine’s stories 
are placed firmly within the context of 
this challenging period, during which they 
were building a world-leading model of 
care for women whom many seemed to 
have forgotten. 

Williams’ rich descriptions of my 
grandparents’ work and characters are 
particularly insightful and true-to-life; 
reading about Catherine and Reginald’s 
early years together, it feels as though we 
are really there, a fly-on-the-wall in some 
of their most private moments.  

Meet the Hamlin UK team
Helen Marriott, CEO

Helen joined us 18 months ago and has a background in working 
with both large and small charities in the UK with wide experience 
in all aspects of the work. She works part time and since starting 
at Hamlin she has reorganised our finance and customer 
data systems as well as working to refresh our supporter 
communications. She is passionate about maternal health and 
loves hearing from our team in Ethiopia about the women they 
have helped. 

helen@hamlinfistulauk.org

Julia Strong, Head of Philanthropy and Partnerships

Julia has been supporting Hamlin Fistula UK with fundraising 
development, and recently joined us part time to focus on 
expanding our key supporters fundraising programme. Julia 
has 16 years’ experience working with charities in the UK and 
internationally, including Kenya and the Middle East. She has 
visited Hamlin’s programmes in Ethiopia including meeting Dr 
Catherine Hamlin and is passionate about the organisation’s 
impact for women in Ethiopia.

julia@hamlinfistulauk.org

Helen and Julia love talking to our supporters! Please contact them if you have any 
questions about our work in Ethiopia or how your support is making a difference. 

Thank you

•  make a credit or debit card donation online at hamlinfistulauk.org/donate
• set up a monthly gift via Direct Debit at hamlinfistulauk.org/donate
•  call us on 0121 559 3999 to make a donation over the phone 
• send a cheque using the form overleaf 
•  donate via your CAF account or by bank transfer (please contact us for 
 further details)
• leave a gift in your will (please contact us for further details).

And, for the first time, Mamitu’s story 
is placed front and centre as Williams 
shines a spotlight on her experiences 
and the incredible achievements 
that have shaped her internationally-
significant role as both a surgeon and 
teacher. Most movingly, we witness 
Mamitu’s courage, humility and life-
long devotion to the women who have 
suffered like her. Healing Lives reveals 
again how deserving she is of her 
worldwide renown. 

Williams’ book also offers us hope for 
the future. The early work of Catherine, 
Reginald, Mamitu and many others at 
the Addis Ababa Fistula Hospital has 
paved the way for a global effort to 
restore life and dignity to the women 
who continue to suffer these devastating 
childbirth injuries. With this ongoing 
support, we can now anticipate that 
these preventable conditions will one 
day be eradicated forever.

By Sarah Hamlin

Healing Lives is available to buy online 
from UK retailers. 

HEALING LIVES 
Book Review

Thank you
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Please enclose a cheque made payable to Hamlin Fistula UK and send it to:
Hamlin Fistula UK, 4 Parade Buildings, Nimmings Road, Birmingham, B62 9JJ

Name

Address

Telephone/Mobile

If you are a UK taxpayer we can claim an extra 25p in Gift Aid for every £1 you donate. 

Please let us know if you wish to cancel this declaration, change your name or home 
address or no longer pay sufficient tax on your income. 

We would like to keep you up to date with our work including the latest news from 
our programmes in Ethiopia, ways to get involved and how your support is making a 
difference. Please indicate below how you would like to hear from us. 

I want to Gift Aid my donation and any donations I make in the future or 
have made in the past 4 years to Hamlin Fistula UK. I am a UK taxpayer and 
understand that if I pay less Income Tax and/or Capital Gains Tax in the 
current tax year than the amount of Gift Aid claimed on all my donations it 
is my responsibility to pay any difference.

Postcode

Email

Hamlin Fistula UK, 
4 Parade Buildings, 
Nimmings Road, 
Birmingham, B62 9JJ
Charity Number 1153053

hamlinfistulauk.org

                                 EMAIL               PHONE             TEXT               NO THANK YOU

Hamlin Fistula UK is a registered company limited by guarantee (Company No. 08457433)

Yes, I want to help women in Ethiopia by donating:     

Other

We promise never to share your details with other organisations for marketing purposes. We store your 
data in accordance with our Privacy Policy, available on our website at hamlinfistulauk.org/privacy-policy. 

You can update your contact preferences at any time by 
emailing info@hamlinfistulauk.org or calling 0121 559 3999
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