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HISTORY AND ACCOMPLISHMENTS

In 1980, Dr. Mathu Santosham, a young Johns Hopkins pediatrician, moved with his wife and two young children to the White Mountain Apache Reservation.  He meant to stay one year to help Johns Hopkins colleagues launch a campaign to prevent high rates of preventable childhood deaths from diarrhea. His family soon became part of the community, caring for children and families that suffered from a myriad of preventable illnesses caused by infectious diseases, Dr. Santosham’s specialty. Working carefully with the Tribe, he was able to eradicate hundreds of deaths from diarrhea, and then began a campaign to address what he noticed were rocketing rates of a disease called Hib type-b that causes life-threatening meningitis.  Soon, the White Mountain Apache, in addition to neighboring tribes in Arizona—the Navajo, San Carlos Apache and the Pima Indian communities asked for help in other arenas.  How could they prevent high rates of suicide, alcohol use, diabetes and injury?  How could they over come low educational attainment and rebuild their human capital?  Dr. Santosham realized he needed to enlist a cadre of the best health professionals in the world to serve the tribes’ requests.  After six years in the field, he returned to Johns Hopkins School of Public Health and worked with the Dean to create the Johns Hopkins Center for American Indian Health.  The vision was to gather talent and experience from across the Johns Hopkins Medical Institutions to help tribes overcome and prevent health inequalities.  He also reached out to other allied health institutions, such as the Indian Health Service, to create Memoranda of Understanding that would synergize shared goals.

In 1991, the Johns Hopkins Center for American Indian Health was born at the Johns Hopkins School of Public Health.  Chairman Ronnie Lupe, the leader of the White Mountain Apache Tribe blessed the inauguration.

 

Today, the Center employs more than 50 Native American paraprofessionals who live and work in their own Native communities.  It draws on the expertise of more than 25 multi-disciplined Johns Hopkins faculty—experts in mental health, epidemiology, biostatistics, injury prevention, health policy, nutrition, immunization, reproductive health and more. 


To date, the Center’s accomplishments in partnership with tribes are many, and have affected global health outcomes worldwide.  Historic milestones are concentrated in infectious disease prevention and increasingly behavioral health and training. There is much yet to do, and like past accomplishments, future successes will send hope to communities across the globe who are battling similar health inequalities.

