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After being inspired to do voluntary work 
abroad, one Irish nurse left everything 
behind to help some of the poorest 
people in the world

Ruth on a tea break with international staff in El Tarra in the Norte de Santander district

by Angharad Williams

t’s a frightening statistic, 
but The World Health 
Organisation estimates 
that one in four women will 
experience sexual violence 
during her lifetime. As 

International Women’s Day approaches 
and the achievements of women past, 
present and future are celebrated, 
perhaps we should spare a thought for 
these victims.

We can take heart in the fact that 
these daughters, mothers, aunties and 
sisters are being supported through 
the work of voluntary groups providing 
them with support and counselling. 
Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) is 
one such organisation running 127 
projects throughout the world. In a far 
fl ung corner of Colombia Irishwoman 
Ruth Spelman, from Tramore in County 
Waterford, is a part of this programme 
which has helped women overcome 
the mental and physical scars of sexual 
violence. Having begun her career in 
Galway she has worked across the 
globe, most recently in the Dominican 

Republic, Sri Lanka and war-torn 
Afghanistan and agreed to speak to 
Woman’s Way from her current home 
in Columbia.

“Many moons ago I landed in Galway 
where my aunt managed to get me a 
job at the regional hospital,” says 32-
year-old Ruth. “Before that I had not had 
any experience of being in a hospital. 
After a few weeks I realised I had 
experienced more about life and human 
nature behind those hospital walls than 
I had during any previous years of travel. 

“I worked with some truly caring and 
compassionate people and together 
we rejoiced over new lives coming into 
the world and sometimes cried with 
grieving families that had lost loved 
ones. I discovered a passion I never 
knew I had and felt at the same time 
that if I took up nursing as a career I 
was also going to have many more 
opportunities to work and travel around 
the world.

“When I was studying for a Masters 
in Disaster Relief at the University of 

I

“After a few weeks in the hospital I 

experienced more about life and human 

nature than during years of travel”

‘I went from working in a 
hospital ward in Galway to
WORKING WITH THE 
VICTIMS OF SEXUAL 
VIOLENCE IN COLUMBIA’

Glamorgan in Wales I was able to 
listen to presentations by people who 
had returned from working with MSF. 
Their inspiring words motivated me to 
fi nish the course and get into the fi eld of 
humanitarian nursing. 

“The wonderful people in the MSF 
Dublin offi ce offered me an interview 
and then the job. That day I was the 
happiest the girl on the planet.”

After her postings in some of the 
poorest countries in the world, Ruth 
decided to head to Columbia where 
she is now involved in bringing mobile 
health clinics to areas where people 
have no access to healthcare and where 
no other organisations are working: 
“Not only has MSF the means to be 
able to provide the services of a nurse, 
a doctor, a dentist, and a bacteriologist 
to a population affected by a long and 

cruel confl ict, but 
we also manage to offer a psychological 
service to those who need mental 
health assistance and particularly to 
those affected by sexual abuse and 
sexual violence. Knowing that these 
problems exist in huge numbers within 
the Colombian population made me 
want to be part of the team here who 
are working hard to try and help these 
people who live in constant fear and 
isolation. It has taken me a very long 
time to understand the context, it’s not 
only a country at war for 40 years but 
it has also over three million displaced 
people with violence as the number one 
cause of death for young men.

“Coming to work and live here also 
gives you a huge appreciation of the 
many opportunities we take for granted 
in Ireland. Colombia is worlds away 
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from fast cars and fancy houses. It is a 
country that faces massive challenges in 
dealing with problems of poverty, social 
inequality, and political injustice. On top 
of all that there are also problems with 
multiple armed groups and violence; 
it can in fact leave an impression of 
incomprehensible horror.

“It is my responsibility to take the 
role of clinic leader when MSF brings 
their mobile healthcare services to the 
areas where no others are providing 
healthcare because of the confl ict. I 
try to provide support to the national 
staff and ensure that the clinics run 
smoothly in the fi eld. In places where 
MSF provides healthcare, the security is 

in unwanted pregnancies, which can 
lead to unsafe abortions, increasing their 
health risks. Sexual violence is diffi cult 
to detect and our teams are often 
frustrated because they do not see large 
numbers of women presenting at their 
clinics even though they know that 
sexual violence is a serious problem in 
the community. 

“The reality is that these women live 
in a climate of fear. Survivors of sexual 
violence are invisible, and they prefer 
not to come forward for medical care 
due to cultural and gender barriers that 
block women’s access to healthcare 
as well as stigmatisation of survivors. 
The mental consequences of sexual 

Ruth and her staff mates with the medication they use for the 

victims of sexual violence at the Médecins Sans Frontières clinic

reach these people we have to jump 
through many hoops with regards to 
security. When we manage to get to 
where we are most needed, we have to 
continually explain who we are and that 
we just want to help because of 
the overall fear and paranoia people 
have – even of an independent aid 
agency like MSF.”

When you hear Ruth’s story of the 
harrowing scenes she has encountered 
it’s hard to imagine a good day in this 
job: “Like anyone working in a confl ict 
zone it has its ups and downs. I have 
been lucky though – I work with a great 
team of dedicated and professional and 
friendly people who often give me the 
kick I need to restart the fi re when times 

get tough. Everyday here is an eye-
opener, head-turner and a jaw-dropper. 
The fact that most of the local people 
that come to know us really respect the 
work that MSF does and miss us when 
we cannot make a brigade or carry 
our activities. It makes me feel really 
proud knowing that I am part of such a 
dynamic and inspirational organisation.”

In August Ruth’s contract will end 
and she hopes to do humanitarian 
nursing experiences in Africa. She 
has high hopes for Columbia’s future: 
“Colombians have suffered for far too 
long. Violence is endemic causing a 
series of physical and mental health 
problems, making it the number-one 
public health risk. Also the nature of 
the decentralised and largely privatised 
health system contributes to neglect 
and social exclusion, leaving those 
most vulnerable without any form of 
healthcare. Without MSF there would be 
a very limited health service, if any at all, 
available to populations living in these 
confl ict areas. 

“I would hope that the government 
would address this problem and aim 
to widen its services and allow access 
to the people that so desperately need 
it. I would also hope for a focus on 
addressing the needs of the women, 
particularly those that have had to live 
with this violence and fear and provide 
for them the healthcare services that 
they are entitled to. 

“I would love also to think that one 
day I will be able to return to Colombia 
and see a difference in the social, 
political and economic aspects of life 
here. Colombia is truly South America’s 
best-kept secret – it’s time that the 
violence stops overshadowing that.”
For more info on MSF’s offi ce in 
Ireland and aid work overseas, please 
visit www.msf.ie or tel: 01 660 3337

“The reality is that these women are 

invisible and live in a climate of fear”
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Ruth with one of the Colombian nurses whilst dispensing medicine in one of the mobile clinics

almost always questionable. It’s one of 
my responsibilities to ensure the safety 
of our teams and also to analyse how 
this violence might affect the future 
clinics MSF hopes to carry out.

“Since coming here I have had to 
learn the harsh reality of what exists in 
a society that on the surface appears 
so ordinary. Attacks on women in 
Colombia include rape, sexual abuse 
and sexual mutilations, all extensive and 
largely unaddressed. Women, girls and 
adolescents experience horrendous 
reproductive health problems with an 
increased risk of sexually transmitted 
infections such as syphilis, Chlamydia, 
and gonorrhoea as well as HIV. 

“Sexual violence is also a key factor 

violence are enormous and they are 
even sometimes blamed for the attack 
and in some places it is known that 
women who have reported such attacks 
have been killed for disclosing the 
information. As a result survivors are 
often reluctant to be identifi ed.

“Working overseas with MSF is 
defi nitely demanding, but the rewards 
are immense. Every day we hear about 
the confl ict and the violence. Every 
day we discuss the dangers involved in 
trying to access different areas occupied 
by the armed groups and every day we 
realise that there are more and more 
people out there that are affected by 
this confl ict and have absolutely no 
healthcare support. In order to try and 
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