Fellows volunteer time, talent to American Indian hospitals
Doctors reaching out to ensure women have access to care

ACOG Fellows and Junior Fellows are volunteering their services to ensure that women living on American Indian reservations receive continual ob-gyn care.

Fellows are enabling hospitals with small staffs to provide ob-gyn care year-round and are providing specialty services the hospitals can’t normally provide. In addition, their altruism allows their ob-gyn colleagues to take a break. It’s all a part of ACOG’s Fellows in Service program.

“Doctors who work at Indian Health Service sites have trouble getting any time off for vacations or professional development—they may be the only ob-gyn, or one of just two, at their facility,” says Yvonne Malloy, manager of ACOG’s Indian health programs. “By volunteering at least three weeks, Fellows can enable their colleagues to take time off, while ensuring that women will continue to receive care.”

Providing specialty services

This summer, Massachusetts Fellow Stephen A. Metz, MD, is returning to Crow Agency, MT, to provide urogynecologic services at the Crow Agency/Northern Cheyenne Hospital for the third year in a row. 

The hospital’s only ob-gyn, Fellow Terry D. Deal, MD, schedules his patients in need of urogynecologic surgery for Dr. Metz’s visits each summer. Dr. Metz spends the .rst week seeing patients, and the next, performing two to four operations a day.

“The biggest thing Steve does is offer us a service that we wouldn’t have otherwise,” Dr. Deal says. “If Steve didn’t come, most likely these folks wouldn’t get operated on. We’re just so appreciative of him and all that he’s done for us.” 

The population of Crow Agency, in southcentral Montana, cannot support a urogynecologist, and the hospital cannot afford to send women hundreds of miles away for urogynecologic surgeries, Dr. Deal says.

While the women are usually scheduled for surgery for urinary incontinence, Dr. Metz often discovers that many of them also have other pelvic support “A lot of women, especially in underserved areas, view [pelvic support problems] as a cross they have to bear,” he says. “To be denied access of care for this condition can have a serious impact on these women.

Covering for fellow ob-gyns

Concentrating on a specialty service like Dr. Metz does is rare in the Fellows in Service program. Most assignments are focused on regular obstetrics, with a mix of gynecologic services. 

To participate in the program, Fellows must have been actively providing patient care—especially high-risk ob care—within the past year. Duties usually include labor and delivery coverage, gynecologic surgery, general ob-gyn outpatient clinic care, and telephone consultation to smaller hospitals and clinics. Fellows need to be prepared to spend at least three weeks at the facility and to undergo a credentialing and screening process.

A history of helping

In Browning, MT, ACOG Fellows have stepped in when needed for more than 10 years to ensure continual ob-gyn care. Fellow James M. Cooper, MD, joined the staff at Blackfeet Indian Hospital in 1989 as a part-time ob-gyn. When the full-time—and only other—ob-gyn at the hospital left, College Fellows helped him cover shifts.

“They enabled us to stay open much of the time back then, until I got another ob-gyn,” he says. 

And when the full-time ob-gyn left again last year, leaving Dr. Cooper alone once more, ACOG sent five Fellows to Browning over a nine-month period until a new full-time ob-gyn could be hired.

Rewarding feeling

Wisconsin Fellow Maureen T. Fleming, MD, was one of the Fellows who volunteered at Browning. It was her first time participating in the Fellows in Service program. 

Dr. Fleming says she had a wonderful experience and would love to do it again.

“It was a great way to get to know the people and the area in a way that was very different from just visiting,” she says. “The people in Browning Indian Health Care System did a great job of making me feel welcome. I was just honored to have this opportunity.” 

Dr. Fleming’s experience is similar to that of most of the volunteers, who are often eager to give their time year after year, Ms. Malloy says. 

“Most Fellows find the experience truly enriching,” she says. “They leave with very positive feelings and often want to volunteer again the next year.” 

That’s certainly true of Dr. Metz. Prior to his years volunteering at Crow Agency, he helped out at IHS hospitals in Claremore, OK, and Browning, MT.

Providing urogynecologic services in Crow Agency is a rewarding feeling, he says. 

“It’s an internal drive that says I’ve been handed a pretty good deal and I’d like to be able to give something back,” he says. “If you get a gift, you need to pass it on.” 
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