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I am very h appy to o f fer my warme s t  greetings and 

congratulations to the s ta f f  and s ponsors of ALERT on the 

occas ion of the c e l ebration of 2 0  years of s e rvice and o f  

progre s s . As  I have h a d  s everal opportunities o f  returning to 

Addi s  Abab a  in the pas t f ew year s , it  has been a j oy to observe 

the way in \'lhich the who l e  inst itution has grown . I t  has been 

even more grat ify ing to s e e  the way in which i t  has r e s ponded 

to change s  in staf f and chang e s  i n  its e nvironment . About 10 0 

l ocal s ta f f  received c e r t i f icates for 2 0  year s ' servic e  at thi s  

meeting . T h e  program has r e s ponded to n e w  i d e a s  in medic ine,  

to a new s o c i al order , to a p o l i t i c a l  revo lution , to the 

stre s s e s  of famine , and to the c r i s e s  in the patterns o f  

funding . Through a l l  o f  the s e  event s , the ba s i c  aims and 

ob j ec t s  have r ema ined true and s tab l e , and a l l  thi s  t ime a 

balance has been maintained between an emphas i s  on s c i enti f i c  

exce l lence and a compas s i onate c oncern f o r  individual patients . 

This i s  how a l iv ing organ i s m  s ur vi ve s . It i s  sma l l  and 

frag i l e  at f i r s t , but it sens e s  the envir onment i n  which i t  

l ive s . It take s advantage o f  t h e  opportunities  and avo ids the 

dangers that appear , unti l  it become s  s trong enough to a s s er t  

its  own i n f luence and change the thing s that need to b e  

c hanged .  

Thus , ALERT i s  not j us t  buildings and staf f and programs . 

I t  i s  a l iving idea which u s e s  bui l d ing s , which inspire s s t a f f  

and which h e l p s  s tudents to mature so that they , i n  turn , may 

he lp other s . 

I have tr ied to remember s omething about the c onception of 

this idea that i s  l iving and work ing at ALERT today . 

In the early 19 6 0 ' s  the I nternational S oc i ety for the 

Rehab i l i tation of the D i s ab l ed ( now c a l led Rehab i l i tation 

International ) e s t ab l i shed " The World Committee on Leprosy 

Rehab i l itation" and asked me to be its chairman . We had 



2 PW Brand 

representative s from many c ountr i e s , some o f  who m  were experts 

on lepro sy , some on rehab i l itation , and a few who had worked on 

rehab i l itation i n  leprosy . 

At a mee ting o f  the commi ttee , held at C arvi l l e  in 19 6 3 ,  we 

had an open d i scuss ion to try to def ine the greate s t  s ing le 

need in the f i e l d  o f  l epro sy rehab i l i tation wor l dwide . 

After l ively exchange s i t  was agreed that , in th i s  f i e ld , 

knowledge was ahead o f  prac t ic e . We knew better than we were 

doing . The greate s t  need was to train personne l to i mplement 

what was already known . The next que s t ion was , " Where " ?  I t  

wa s agreed that Africa was the continent i n  which the need for 

training was greate s t . 

Fina l ly in re sponse to the que s t ion , " What c an we do ? " , the 

committee determined that ther e  shou l d  be a training c entre , 

based in an A fr i c an c ountry and open to students from a l l  

Afric an countr i e s , where a n  international s ta f f  o f  experts 

could organ i z e  a complete and balanced program o f  leprosy 

contro l , treatment and rehab i l i tat ion which would s e rve also a s  

a c entre f o r  r e s earch . 

Dur ing the previous 1 0  year s great advanc e s  had been made in 

the sc ientifi c  under s t anding o f  leprosy , and enough was a lready 

known about the diagnos i s , treatment and prevention o f  the 

d i sease to make leprosy control and the prevention o f  

d i s ab i l i ty i n  indiv idual c a s e s  a real po s s ib i l i ty in many 

countr i e s  o f  the wor ld . Tens o f  thou s ands o f  patients had been 

treated e f fect ively with sulphone s ,  and isolation o f  patients 

for l i fe in segregated i n s titutions was no longer thought 

nec e s s ary . Leprosy had a l re ady been proved to be of great 

interest to re s earch worke r s  i n  microbiol ogy , immunol ogy , 

neuro- anatomy , pathology , orthopaedic surgery , preventive 

medi c ine and the soc i a l  sc ience s , and many fe l t  the t ime had 

come to integrate l eprosy i nto the who le fabric of medi c ine 

gener a l ly . However , despite the s e  advance s ,  few , if any , 

centres ex i s ted where young medi c a l  prac titione r s  could obtain 

systematic training i n  a l l  aspec t s  of leprosy , and i t  was thi s  

need that w e  sought t o  meet . 

D r . S tahley Browne and I were deputed to explore po s s ible 

locations for the training centre . We f e l t  that a suitab l e  

s ite wou ld have to meet the s e  conditions : 

1. The location shou ld be pol itic a l ly acceptab l e  to the 

ma j or i ty of i ndependent nations in A f r i c a . 
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2. The government o f  the c ountry concerned should we lcome the 

e stab l i shment of the c entre and be w i l l ing to act�ve l y  

cooperate with it . 

3 .  The c ountry should be cons idered to be po litical ly 

s tab le . 

4 .  Leprosy should be a s igni f icant prob l em . 

5 .  There shou ld be a national unive r s ity with a faculty o f  

medic ine e ager t o  c o l laborate o n  the work a t  the institution . 

6 .  The institution shou ld be with in easy reach o f  an 

international airport . 

A fter a serious s earch , Add i s  Abab a , Ethiop i a , was j udged to 

ful f i l l  the s e  c r iter i a . I t  was my per s onal respon s ib i l ity to 

pre sent the idea of an international training c entre to donor 

agenc i e s  who might be wi l l ing to fund it s deve lopment . I t  was 

a remarkabl e  exper ience for me to meet and talk with so many 

men and women o f  many countr i e s , whos e  l i ve s  and interests  were 

c ommitted to the meeting of real human need . Many were a s tu te 

manage r s  o f  f inanc e , and a l l  o f  them felt respon s ib i l i ty for 

the w i s e  u s e  of money that had been donated by hundreds o f  

thousands o f  k ind-hearted people . We h a d  no e s tabl i shed 

ins t i tution , no famous s ta f f  members already at work . We had 

an IDEA and a propo s a l  and a foc a l  c i ty , but no mor e . Howeve r , 

the t ime was r ight for thi s  idea , and within a year commi tments 

had been obtained from 10 maj or donor agenc i e s  i n  Europe and 

North America . This enabled u s  to go ahead , conf ident that i f  

agreement for the new centre could b e  r eached i n  Add i s  Ababa , 

funds would be ava i l ab l e . 

Memorandum o f  As soc iation - D e c ember 1 9 6 5  

I n  D ec ember 1 9 6 5  I had the privi lege o f  be ing pre sent a t  a 

meeting o f  the Ad Hoc loc a l  group , o f f i c i a l s  o f  the Mini stry o f  

H ealth , o f  the N a tional Univ er s ity and r epres entatives o f  OMAR 

donor agenc i e s  in Add i s  Ababa . Dur ing the meeting on the 

morning o f  D e c ember 1 1 , an agreement for the formation of a new 

training institution , to be c a l led ALERT , was s igned at the 

Mini s try o f  Health , by the Mini s ter hims e l f ,  the Pres ident of 

the National Unive r s ity of E thiopia and repre sentative s  o f  

donor agenc i es . 

The pre sence o f  both the P r e s ident o f  the National 

Univers ity and the M i n i s ter of Pub li c  Health emphas i z ed the 

importance that was attached to f o s te ring traini ng that would 

prepare traine e s  to meet real needs in real s i tuations and a l s o  
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achieve internationa l ly acceptable ac ademic s tandards . 

The agreement spec i f ied the main goa l s  o f  ALE RT as fo l l ows : 

" To train men and women in a l l  a spec ts o f  leprosy with s pec ial 

emphas i s  on control,  treatment and rehab ili tation , for work in 

African c ountr i e s . " And , " in pursuance o f  the above " the 

agreement added 5 princ ipl e s , l ater exp�nded by the inc lus ion 

of a s ix th , which continue s to be important for ALERT . 

1 .  " To build up a leprosy service in a l i mi ted area which 

shall demon strate comprehens ive medical care and rehab i l i tation 

o f  leprosy patients as  part of a national anti - l eprosy campaign 

and l i nked with general and public health services . "  This 

commitment to care for the who l e  patient and to foster the 

integration of leprosy patient care into the hea l th sys�em 

general ly , has not yet been fully i mplemented by ALERT , but 

e f forts to attain thi s  goa l have had and continue to have 

far-reaching consequence s  for ALERT and for the tra inee s who 

accept this phi l o s ophy as the i r  own . 

2. " To accept re spon s ib i l ity under the auspices o f  the 

Minis try o f  Public Health for the management of the ex i s ti ng 

P rinc e s s  Z enebework Hospital and to add s ta f f  and f ac i l ities so 

that it may become a training center for medical , surg ical and 

paramedical ski l l s  needed by leprosy patients . "  At the time ,  

this seemed the norma l  and log ical thing to do . However ,  i t  

de manded , I bel ieve , a quite extraord inarily s tate s man- l ike 

dec i s ion f rom the Mini ster of Pub l i c  Health . It meant that the 

Mini s te r  delegated respons ibility for his main leprosy hospital 

to a re lative ly untr ied and independent non-government agency . 

I mplementation o f  this princ iple was delayed unt i l  November 

1967, b ut imp lemented i t  was , and i t  h a s  had s eve ral very 

important results for ALE RT . F ir s t , i t  has enabled ALERT to 

deve l op an integrated structure and to adopt commom po l ic ies 

for service and training in the hospital and in the f i e ld . 

S econdly , it has given ALERT a great deal o f  freedom to deve lop 

a context for training which meet s the real needs of leprosy 

workers throughout A f r i c a . Thi rdly , i t  has tru s ted ALERT to 

provide a leve l of service that would move towards the goal of 

comprehen s i ve medical c are for all leprosy patient s and that , 

at the same time , could be replicated in the field , i n  E th iopia 

itse l f  and e l s ewher e . The s tatement a l s o  set ALERT on the path 

o f  competency-based l earning . S ince that time , ALERT has 

c on s i s tently endeavoured to g i ve men and women opportunities to 
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acquire real s ki l l s  in the f i e l d  o f  leprosy rather than provide 

them with curr iculum-based academic training . 

3 .  " To ac c ept the guidance and a s s i s tance o f  the med i c a l  

faculty o f  t h e  H a i l e  S e l as s ie I Unive r s i ty in the training 

program and to encourage the med i c a l  facul ty to accept 

inc r e a s i ng r e s pon s ib i l i ty in training a nd r e s e arch in the f i e ld 

o f  leprosy . "  The r e l ationship with the f aculty o f  medi c ine has 

turned out to be a two-way s treet . To begin with , ALERT 

bene fited greatly from the support and parti c i pation of f ac ulty 

membe r s , e spec i a l ly that of the P r o f e s sor of �1edic ine , the l ate 

Dr . Char l e s  Leithead . Later ALERT was i t s e l f  ab l e  to 

rec iproc ate . For a number o f  year s , training has been provided 

at ALERT for students from the med i c a l  faculty . 

4 .  " To bui l d  up rehab i l i tation s e rvice s  for d i s abled leprosy 

patients ,  such s e rvi c e s  to be ava i l ab l e  also for p e r s ons 

d i s ab led by other c au s e s . "  A t the t i me ALERT wa s founded , 

lepros y  patients were l argely exc luded from partic ipation in 

general rehab i l i tation agency programs ,  and it was hoped that 

by making the rehab i l itation f ac i l i t i e s  of ALERT ava i l ab l e  to 

all d i sabled , ALERT wou ld encourage other agenc i e s  to open 

the ir door s to leprosy patients . 

5 .  " To organi z e  conference s ,  training seminar s , and in- s e rvice 

programs , i n  c o l l aboration with the governments of other 

countr i e s  in Africa and with the World Health Organ i z a tion 

(WHO ) and voluntary organi z ations work ing i n  the f i e l d s  o f  

leprosy and o f  rehab i l itation . "  T h i s  pr inc iple continue s to 

form the core of ALERT ' S  activitie s . 

6 • A s ix th pr inc iple was added in 1 9 6 8  a s  fol lows : " To 

contr ibute by b a s i c  research to the know ledge o f  leprosy . "  

This task was taken up by the Armauer Hansen Re s earch In s t i tute 

which was founded as a n  independent a genc y , but integr a t ed with 

ALERT , in 1 9 6 9 . The phenomenal s uc c e s s o f  AHRI has been amply 

documented . 

C l inical r e s earch was not mentioned in the o r i g inal 

pr inciple s ,  but became a prominent func tion of ALERT with the 

arrival of the Medical  Re s earch C ounc i l  team in 1 9 73 .  O ther 

artic l e s  in the memorandum detail th� management and 

admini s tration o f  the new organ i z ation . One is worth a 

comment . "Article 9 .  The dur ation o f  the corporation sha l l  be 

10 years . "  That this artic l e  has been subs equent ly amended is 

obv iou s , or we would not be mee ting today . S etting a t ime 
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l imit on ALERT was a wise dec i s ion , s ince it gave a certain 

urgency to the work o f  the insti tution and , because 

contr ibutions were l imited in t ime , i t  gave conf idenc e  to the 

Government o f  E thiopia and to donor agenc ies , and enabled them 

to be more generous with the i r  contr ibutions to ALERT than 

might have been the case i f  no l imit had been set . 

The Executive Committee 

One of the actions taken by the inaugural meeting wa.s to 

appo int an Executive C ommittee to guide the a f fai r s  of ALERT 

unt i l  the next meet ing o f  the Board , scheduled for December 

1 9 6 6 . Thi s committee included : 

1 .  Profes sor Charl e s  S .  L e i thead , Chairman 

2. D r . E . W .  Price , Secretary 

3 .  D r . Don McC lure , Treasurer 

The s e  thre e  formed the core of the main executive bod i e s  o f  

ALERT for many year s and each had a cruc ial inf luence on 

ALERT ' s  deve lopment . P ro f e s sor Leithead wa s a tower o f  

s trength and o f  wisdom . H i s  patience and to lerance were a 

model for a l l  chairmen everywhere .  I c annot speak too highly 

o f  h i s  devot ion and integr ity , which helped u s  all through s ome 

d i f ficult early year s . 

Dr . P r i c e  was at the time de facto D irector o f  Leprosy 

S ervi c e s  for the Government of E thiopia . In thi s  c apac i ty , he 

was pr imarily concerned about reali sm in leprosy control and 

leprosy patient c ar e , and h i s  pre sence on the B oard ensured 

that ALERT wa s never in danger o f  becoming an " ivory tower " .  

D r . Don McClur e , a mis s ionary o f  the United P re sbyter ian 

Church , w a s  a long- term res ident o f  Ethiopi a , w i th a deep l ove 

of that c ountry and its people . His d i s interes ted and deep 

involvement in the a f fa i r s  of ALERT gave sponsor ing agenc ies 

conf idence in its  management , and h i s  r i ch per sonality and 

evident j oy in h i s  faith was a cons tant source of e nc ouragement 

to the staf f .  

During 1 9 6 6 , the Executive C ommittee was ac tive i n  s t a f f  

recruitment and the deve lopment o f  architectural plans f o r  the 

new ho spital that ALERT was deemed to require . 

Executive Director . 

At i t s  f i r s t  annual me eting the Board took the important s tep 

of appointing a lay Executive D i rector for ALERT . The f i r s t  
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Executive D irector appointed subsequently \jithdrew his 

acceptanc e , and in March 1 9 6 7 , M a j or Ianni Niskannen was 

rec ruited to replace h i m .  At that t i me ,  the appo intment of a 

lay administrator as head o f  a medi c a l  institution was somewhat 

unusua l . In fact , ALERT remains unique in thi s  regard amongs t  

ma j or leprosy training c entre s , but t h e  appointment o f  M a j o r  

N i skannen proved to be an inspired choic e . He w a s  wide ly known 

and highly res pec ted in E thiopia at the time . He had arrived 

i n  the c ountry s oon after World War Two as an instructor in 

phy s ic a l  education for the Hin i stry of Education . He was a 

s k i l led l i ght a i rc ra ft p i lot , and c l aimed to have h ad more 

experience o f  c rash l anding s than anyone e l s e  i n  E thiopi a . He 

was a ral ly drive r ,  a trainer of O l ympi c  gold meda l i s t s , a 

highly succ e s s fu l  admini s t rator o f  the E th iopian Red C ros s ,  and 

a phenomena l ly succ e s s fu l  fund rai s er for that organ i z ation . 

He made a unique and abiding c ontribut ion to ALERT during the 

12 years he he ld the o f fice of Executi ve D irector. He was 

admi n i s t rato r ,  fund rai s e r ,  conc i l iato r ,  a rbitrator and much 

more . H e  proved b eyond doubt that l ay adminis trators can run 

med i c a l  training institutions , provided they know how to 

administer.  

D irector o f  T raining . 

We were fortunate to be ab l e  to rec ru i t  D r .  F �l ton Ros s  a s  the 

f i rs t  d i rector of tra ining , s ince he was a l re ady experienced in 

l epro s y  work in N igeri a , whe re he combined an emphas i s  on 

leprosy contro l  with a para l l e l  program for the prevention o f  

deformi ty and f o r  the rehab i l i tation o f  the d i s abled . 

D r .  Ros s  held this pos t  for many ye ars , and was ab l e  to 

e s t ab l i sh priorities and guidel ines that wou ld l a s t  up to the 

pre s e nt time . 

Conc lus ions 

What did ALERT s tand for in the minds and he art s  of tho se who 

set it up in 1 9 6 5? 

1 .  F i rs t , c ooperation to reach common goal s  between nations . 

2. S econdly , tru s t , on the part o f  the national government ,  i n  

the abi l i ty o f  non-gove rnment agenc i e s  to meet the ir 

commitments to pro vide re sourc e s  and staf f .  

3 .  Concern on the part o f  a l l  invo l ved , for l eprosy pati�nts 

and for thei r  we l fare a s  peop l e , exemp l i f ied by the commi tment 
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to provide " comprehens ive medical  care " and " rehab i l itation " . 

4 .  Trust by non-government agenc ies and thei r  members that , 

through ALERT , they would be ab le to meet the chal lenge , and be 

g iven an opportunity to do s omething really s igni f i c ant for 

leprosy patients in A f rica . 

5 .  Conf idence on the part o f  a l l  concerned that the peopl e  

prob lems c o u l d  be so lved , that a new inst itution could b e  

grafted on t o  an o l d  one , and that new staff c o u l d  work with 

e xisting staf f ;  that programs could be deve loped that would 

rea l l y  fit into the E thiopi an context and , at the same , provide 

appropr iate training for men and women from a l l over A f r i c a .  

6 .  For many involved there w a s  a l s o  a bas i c  be l ie f  that 

A lmighty God was interested in thi s  enterpr i s e  a nd that the 

domini c a l  command to treat and cure l eprosy patients s ti l l  he ld 

good in the 2 0 th century , that thi s  was work which God was wel l  

pleased for u s  to  engage in , and that whatever the 

d i f ficultie s ,  he would see us through . 

I t  i s  now 2 3  years s ince the dream o f  an international 

training centre for l eprosy work in A fr i c a  was s tarted , and 2 0  

years s ince i t  became a reality i n  Add i s  Ababa . 

At an international leve l , ALERT has become a demonstration o f  

the abi l ity o f  people f rom a wide divers ity o f  nationa l , 

cultural and r e l i g ious backgrounds to adapt to one another , to 

transcend po l it i c a l  change s , and to work together to achieve a 

c ommon purpo s e . 

At an organ i z ational leve l , ALERT has shown that i n  an 

atmosphere o f  mutual trust and good wi l l , a national 

government , international governmenta l agenc i e s , and a wide 

v ariety o f  rel igiou s  a nd s ec u l ar , private a nd v o l untary 

organ i z ations can pool their re s our c es , a 'dopt common po l ic ie s , 

and c o l lectively achieve far more i n  real service to l epro s y  

patient s , use ful training and , valuable f undamenta l r e s earch 

than wou ld ever have been po s s ible if each agency had sought 

to \-lork on its own . 

Today , the pace of the battle against leprosy i s  quic kening , 

and i t  i s  my warm wish and earne s t  prayer that ALERT wi l l  

continue to rece ive adequate support and that leaders and 

teachers wi l l  continue to c ome forward to comp lete the task 

that has been s o  we l l  begun . 




