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International Training Congress for Medical Students

On 4-8 August 2001, I participated in the IFMSA International Training Congress for Medical Students (ITCMS) held in Aalborg, Denmark.  Bringing together more than 550 students from over 65 countries, the weeklong meeting celebrated the 50th anniversary of this powerful medical student movement in the country where it was originally born.  Apart from celebrating the federation, the purpose of the meeting was to train medical students and equip them with the necessary skills and knowledge to become future physician activists, campaigners and pioneers in their field of work.

The ITCMS was broad in its scope and deep in its meaning.  Its intensive program consisted of: (i) Training Workshops (strategic planning, fundraising, advocacy and lobbying, conflict prevention and management, information technology and communication, etc.); (ii) Roundtable Discussions (alcoholism, tobacco industry, HIV/AIDS in Africa, domestic violence, malaria, tuberculosis, gender equality, global environment and climate change, the interdisciplinary approach, etc); (iii) Standing Committee Meetings (refugees and peace, medical education, electives exchange, professional exchange, public health, AIDS and STDs); (iv) Workshops (children and war, human genome project, ethics of old age, poverty and disease, refugee health, teenage pregnancy, future of medical education, etc.); (v) Forum Discussions (“Global Solutions and Partnerships to Deliver AIDS Treatment,” “Global Health, Poverty and Sustainable Development,” and “End of Life Decisions”); (vi) Plenary Sessions (Opening Plenary, Anniversary Day, Presidents’ Meeting, etc.); (vii) Special Events (world exhibition of IFMSA global projects, refugee camp in the heart of Aalborg city, seminar on humanitarian mine clearance); and last but not least (viii) Social Program (anniversary gala dinner and dance, ethnic night, concerts, national beer & wine party, etc.).  

The meeting also featured a number of high-profile, esteemed speakers from the scientific and academic world, such as Dr. Nils Daulaire (President and CEO, Global Health Council), Dr. Zafrullah Chowdhury (Project Coordinator, Gonoshathya Kendra People’s Health Clinic, Bangladesh), Laurie Garrett (Pulitzer, Polk and Peabody Award Winning Author, “Betrayal of Trust: The Collapse of Global Public Health”), Dr. Melinda Moore (Deputy Director, Office of International and Refugee Health, US Department of Health and Human Services), Dr. Jeffrey Sachs (Center for International Development, Harvard University), Dr. Stamps (Health Minister, Zimbabwe), as well as representatives from the WHO (Dr. Etienne Krug) and IPPNW.   The pioneers of the IFMSA, including two of its founders (Dr. Ralph Grasbeck and Dr. Eric Holst) and an array of past presidents and officers of the organization, were invited especially to this anniversary meeting and held their own Senior’s Club Gathering during the conference.  

IPPNW’s Presence

Over the past three years, IPPNW has been participating actively in the IFMSA’s annual meetings (Mexico, Portugal, Malta), sending at least one official representative to spread the IPPNW word. IPPNW’s consistent presence has helped make the organization visible and known to the IFMSA community.  The ties between the two organizations continue to grow, and IFMSA students are becoming increasingly interested in joining IPPNW.  

IPPNW had a particularly strong presence at this year’s 50th anniversary meeting in Denmark.  Dr. Mary-Wynne Ashford was invited as IPPNW’s Co-President to speak about the role of medical students in conflict prevention during a workshop on refugee health.  She was also a speaker for the workshop on children and war, where she talked about the effects of landmines on children, and participated in the special events during a day dedicated to landmine awareness.  I was also invited as a representative of the Central Office, but also as a trainer for the workshop on advocacy and lobbying with decision-makers, organized by Anna Hellman (Sweden), IFMSA liaison officer to IPPNW.  During this workshop, I gave a presentation on how to build a successful campaign using the model of the landmines campaign (IPPNW and ICBL), and Anna talked about dialoguing with decision-makers, drawing on her experiences from participating in a couple of IPPNW’s dialogue visits to Moscow.  I was also invited to give an impromptu talk during the workshop on children and war, and so I had the opportunity to give an overview of the landmine issue, including the work that IPPNW has done over the past four years.  Moreover, Mike Rowson from Medact (UK) was an invited speaker for a workshop on poverty and disease, and Kurt Hanevik (Norway), a former IPPNW student and IFMSA liaison officer to IPPNW, attended the meeting as a member of the IFMSA Seniors’ Club.

IPPNW’s medical students also had an important role to play in the ITCMS meeting.  Caecilie Buhmann (Denmark), international student representative to IPPNW’s Board of Directors, was part of the local organizing committee for the conference, responsible for coordinating all workshops.  Ahmed Geneid (Egypt), IPPNW’ regional student representative for the Middle East, was part of the team responsible for the workshop on ethics of old age. Stanislava Macura (Yugoslavia), one of IPPNW’s two regional student representatives for Europe, worked on preparing for the workshop on refugee health.  Florin Oprescu (Romania) and Liv Lynga (Denmark) were also part of the organizing team behind the refugee health workshop.  Hannu Vessari (Finland), who has been deeply involved in the preparations for IPPNW’s Small Arms Conference (28-30 September, Helsinki), participated in the working sessions of the Standing Committee on Refugees and Peace (SCORP), during which he had the opportunity to present the Helsinki conference.  Finally, Jaime Miranda (Peru), an IFMSA medical student interested in establishing an IPPNW affiliate in his country, was also an active part of the ITCMS, being responsible for a workshop on project design and management, as well as the roundtable discussion on the IFMSA’s interdisciplinary work approach.  

Being in Aalborg together for five days gave Caecilie, Ahmed, Stanislava and me the opportunity to reach out to IFMSA students and present IPPNW’s work in a strong and effective way, in both formal and informal settings.  I had the chance to address the national representatives of all of the IFMSA’s affiliates, during a Presidents’ plenary session, where I presented IPPNW’s student representatives, and said a few words about IPPNW, the Helsinki conference and the DC World Congress.  Caecilie also had the opportunity to give a short presentation on IPPNW (physician and student activities) during a SCORP meeting.  Furthermore, both Dr. Mary-Wynne Ashford and myself were interviewed by IFMSA students for the upcoming anniversary issue of the IFMSA’s newsletter Vagus.  These formal occasions, coupled with countless informal conversations we had with IFMSA students throughout the meeting, enabled us to make IPPNW better known to the IFMSA community.  We were all very pleased to hear Dr. Sanjeeb Sapkota, outgoing President of the IFMSA, talk about the present nuclear threat, IPPNW’s vital work and the value the IFMSA places on it, during his speech on the anniversary day ceremony.  

Of course, parallel to our work in the ITCMS, the four of us also had the opportunity to discuss IPPNW student matters, including the work of the regional representatives, finalizing a student directory, database and website, and preparing for the DC World Congress.  Ahmed and Stanislava followed Caecilie back to Copenhagen after the end of the IFMSA meeting, and worked intensively for two days on all these issues.  

Collaboration with IFMSA

IPPNW’s relations with the IFMSA have grown and developed over the past few years.  The consistent communication, the participation in each other’s meetings, the contribution of articles in each other’s newsletters, the collaboration on a local level, and the preparation of joint meetings, are only some of the steps that have brought the two organizations closer together.  Being present at the Aalborg ITCMS made me realize the progress that has been made since the last IFMSA meeting I attended in Mexico in 1998.  IPPNW is becoming more and more appealing to those students within the IMFSA who want to continue with their work on issues of peace, disarmament and human rights once they graduate from medical school. I hope you will all join us in our efforts to further solidify our ties with the IFMSA, by adding your voices and efforts to spreading IPPNW’s message to the younger generation.
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