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The new Kura Whanui GP Clinic at Te Kura Kaupapa Maori O Wairarapa (total immersion Maori language school) is having considerable success in encouraging Maori to have regular contact with a GP, reports director Dr Cath Becker.

 A sizable percentage of the Maori population of Wairarapa have previously had little or no contact, often because they are uncomfortable with, or can’t access, mainstream services due to cultural, financial or location barriers. This results in a wide range of untreated sicknesses and subsequent hospital admissions.

 The Kura Whanau GP Clinic, funded by Wairarapa DHB, and the Wairarapa PHO, offers free consultation to students and their whanau within the school sick bay, one day a week.

 Dr Becker says 120 children attend the school. Having a doctor on hand means the common ailments such as skin infections are nipped in the bud, more serious problems such as asthma or glue ear are managed or referred on. And the children’s extended families – who are from all over the Wairarapa, often in very remote locations – are treated for such chronic diseases as diabetes, hypertension or congestive heart failure. Often these adults hitch a ride into town in the school minivan, thereby visiting a GP for just the $3 cost of a prescription.

 “The school caters to some low-decile areas - we have pockets of poverty here in the Wairarapa where the costs involved in seeing a GP are definitely an issue,” says Dr Becker.

“And while many Maori feel a certain nervousness about visiting a large medical centre, they like coming to the Kura because it’s run by a parent’s cooperative and they feel comfortable here, because it’s their place.  Now we even have women and children dragging the Maori men in for their check-ups, which is quite a break-through.”

Advice from the clinic extends to diet and exercise, immunizations, weight-loss techniques and stop smoking programmes.

“Sometimes it might take three or four visits before I can even raise the subject of a cervical smear or breast screen with an older Maori woman, but eventually trust develops – I’m Maori myself – and it comes to pass.”

Dr Becker also speaks of the “ripple effect” through the community when treatment is a success, when confidence and trust develop. Uptake of medical services usually improves. 

“I’ll never forget the child that had ringworm from head to toe, through playing with a feral cat. An anti-fungal tablet fixed the problem, then the rest of the whanau, some of whom were also infected, started bussing in from this very remote location. Without trust, that couldn’t have happened.”
The clinic had 600 patient visits in the first year, often by people who previously had little contact with a GP. It is supported by other agencies such as Whaiora Whanui, Te Hauora Runanga O Wairarapa, Public Health Nurses and Plunket Nurses.

“It’s great to see the cohesiveness of everyone working together, says Dr Becker. “People are now more confident and assertive about getting medical care, especially after hours, which can avoid emergency department admissions.”

While the popularity of the Kura Whanau GP clinic does put stress on Dr Becker and her staff, she says she wouldn’t want it any other way.

“Sometimes you think this workload is tough, or you worry that the funding might slide out from under you, but then you realise there is no way you could ever stop this, because now it’s developing a life of its own.”

And the high point thus far?

“We won this “People Choice” award at the NZ Health Innovation Awards recently, and all the kids did a haka at the end of my presentation. That was a real thrill.”

