Conversation between Dr. Michael Polifka and GiveWell (Natalie Stone) on March 14, 2011

GiveWell: Could you briefly describe your background – medical training, experience, and current employment?

Dr. Polifka: I am a board-certified physician in internal medicine and did primary care for 25 years. 12 years ago I also started working in emergency care. 6 years ago I left my internal medicine practice, where I was the medical director, held a clinical instructor position at the University of Vermont College of Medicine. It was simply time for me to do something else. For the last 6 years I have spent 6 months per year doing international volunteer work. 

GiveWell: How did you learn about Nyaya Health?

Dr. Polifka: I find opportunities for volunteering through my network. I took a course in tropical medicine and one of physicians was affiliated with Nyaya Health. In November of last year I went there for two weeks as a physician mentor. I was not directly caring for patients, but I was seeing patients along with the providers that were there. 

GiveWell: How long were you there for? Do you plan to go back? 

Dr. Polifka: I was there for 2 weeks.  The experience was so compelling for both me and helpful for them that I made a commitment to return twice a year for 3-4 weeks at a time. 

GiveWell: What were your impressions of the quality of care given? 

Dr. Polifka: They take as a given that everyone in the world has the right to the best health care. They don't except anything less. They are very open and honest about the challenges they face.

The quality of care that I saw was limited solely by the resources that they had. They serve the poorest of the poor and attempt to give them care that is as comprehensive as possible. It is the center people seek in that area. Patients will work for two days, passing other medical centers, to get there.

GiveWell: Could you give some examples of cases you saw that were handled well and why you thought that?

Dr. Polifka: They do a first-rate job of taking care of sick children. The major killer in the world of children under 5 is pneumonia/diarrhea. These children are seen and appropriately treated. I saw case after case of kids surviving who wouldn't have survived if Nyaya Health didn't exist. 

They also see trauma of all kinds, such as broken bones, lacerations, etc., and they do their best to take care of it when they can. All the trauma cases I saw were appropriately taken care of.

I also saw cases of complicated tropical diseases that were appropriately taken care of, such as tuberculosis, leprosy, and acute tetanus. 

GiveWell: Could you give some examples of cases that weren't handled well and why you thought that was?

Dr. Polifka: The only case that wasn't handled well was one that was beyond the capacity of the small hospital and under circumstances out of their control.  It was a woman who had a very complex tropical infection. Her father-in-law didn't allow her to get timely care. The Bayalpata Hospital didn't have the proper medicine for that rare condition. Eventually the family, after multiple urgings from Bayalpata staff, allowed her to be transferred to the capital. She was started on meds too late and died. 

GiveWell: How do you think Nyaya Health compares with what you've seen elsewhere in terms of quality of care?

Dr. Polifka: I put it literally at the top. Unequivocally at the top. They are fully aware of all of the factors that go into making themselves better. That's not only on the basis on individual patient care but on improving health in the area as a whole. 

In the time I've been doing this, I've been associated with 15-20 organizations and healthcare facilities, both big and small NGOs. Nyaya Health absolutely gets the top score.

GiveWell: What do you think are the key factors to improving the quality of care at the Bayalpata Hospital?

Dr. Polifka: They are both social and financial, but primarily financial. There are intrinsic social barriers that Nyaya tries to improve. All work is done at all levels, both medical and organizational, are done through Nepalis. Nyaya brings up the level of quality of care and builds capacity for the future.

GiveWell: Could you talk about your other global health experience? 

Dr. Polifka: I have worked on much large projects as the collaboration between Project HOPE and the US Navy. I worked on tsunami relief. I worked at small hospital in Guatemala with Mayan physicians and a large number of other medical volunteers. I have been to Ghana where I have worked at a small clinic and right now I'm at the university medical center in the capital of Liberia. 

