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Your support is transforming lives 
Together in partnership, Rotary and Mercy Ships are changing lives in Africa
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According to the Lancet Commission on Global Surgery, 
17 million people die every year from conditions 
requiring surgical care. More people die from these 
conditions than from HIV, malaria and TB combined. 

This is the equivalent to the entire populations of London, 
Scotland and Wales put together – dying every year because 
they can’t get the operation they need. Medical care that 
we take for granted in the UK – having a painful tooth 
extracted; being able to get a caesarean section; having 
cataracts removed – simply isn’t an option for 9 out of 10 
people living in sub-Saharan Africa. Either the healthcare 
they need doesn’t exist at all or it is completely inaccessible.  

Of those people who can get surgery, a quarter face 
financial catastrophe as a result – and there’s no guarantee 
that the operation will have solved the problem, leading to 
lifelong disability or even death. This means that people 
who need surgery are trapped in a cycle of poverty, unable 
to access or afford the care that could set them on the 
path towards a brighter future. There is an urgent need 
for significant growth in surgical capacity and training in 
developing countries in order to address this problem. 

Above: A young patient receives treatment to straighten his feet.

The need  The solution  
Mercy Ships takes a multi-pronged approach to improve 
healthcare systems in the countries we partner with. 
We provide accessible, free surgery and vital medical 
care aboard hospital ships, whilst creating a legacy of 
sustainable healthcare by mentoring and training local 
healthcare professionals and investing in infrastructure 
by renovating local facilities. Mercy Ships is committed to 
raising awareness of the extraordinary level of unmet need 
in global surgery, and to encourage an active and informed 
response to it. We have achieved much in our 40-year 
history and in 2022 have two hospital ships for the first time 
as our brand-new purpose-built training hospital ship, the 
Global Mercy, completes its equipping phase. The new ship 
will more than double the current capacity of Mercy Ships 
and enable us to train more people like Dr Odry Agbessi 
(featured on page 5). A total of 30% of our ship crew are 
local residents, who Mercy Ships employs and trains. 

We provide accessible, free surgery 
and vital medical care aboard 
hospital ships

To achieve our ambition to do more and do even better, 
Mercy Ships has doubled the surgical and training 
capacity of our fleet with the addition of the Global 
Mercy, which joins the Africa Mercy. 

The Global Mercy is the world’s first and largest purpose-
built charity hospital ship – it is also a state-of-the-art 
mobile medical school, to train local surgeons in African 
nations.

The Global Mercy will increase teaching capacity from 
1,400 medical staff trained and mentored every year to 
over 2,800. It has been designed to carry out a wide range 
of surgeries including, but not limited to, maxillofacial 
and reconstructive surgery, tumour removal, cleft lip and 
palate repair, plastics, orthopaedics, cataract removal, and 
obstetric fistula repair. 

The new hospital covers most of decks three and four 
(7,000 m2) and will house six operating theatres, 102 acute 

Double our capacity  

care beds, seven ICU/isolation beds and an additional 90 
self-care beds. 

The hospital will also have dedicated teaching/conference 
spaces as well as simulator labs for more effective surgical 
training. All pre- and post-operative work will be done on 
board, which minimises our footprint when operating in 
busy ports. 

The design of the new ship incorporates four decades 
of learning, crew feedback and experience in its design. 
Bespoke meeting and workspaces are fitted with the latest 
technology and the ship provides accommodation for 641 
people, including the crew and all medical staff onboard. 
Ship services are designed to host up to 950 people, 
including local day crew. 

With two hospital ships in operation, Mercy Ships will 
be able to operate in two countries simultaneously 
while doubling surgical training and capacity overall.

Below: The brand new Global Mercy.
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Dr Odry Agbessi demonstrates the condition, tucking 
her chin in close to her throat. “There was not one 
reconstructive surgeon to help her in Benin... that’s when I 
chose my profession.”  

After graduating from school, she began her medical 
studies in Benin. Eight years later, she finished her general 
degree in medicine and won a scholarship to study 
reconstructive surgery in Northern Africa. 

 “But my father was afraid of how I’d be treated,” she said, 
alluding to her race and gender. “He wouldn’t let me go.”  

Forced to turn down the opportunity, Dr Agbessi practised 
general medicine at home for another eight years. 

“Then I was offered the opportunity again,” she said.  

By this time, her father had passed away, and she needed 
no permission. She was finally able to pursue her goal.  

“It was in 2015 that I finally succeeded in becoming a 
reconstructive surgeon,” she said. “Of course, there were 
many times it wasn’t easy, times I wanted to give up,” she 
recounted. “But I finally got here.”  

Dr Agbessi overcame many challenges to become the 
first reconstructive surgeon in Benin, a country with over 
10 million people. She demonstrated her commitment to 
improving her skills by coming onboard the Africa Mercy 
once a week for four months to work alongside Dr Tertius 
Venter, a Mercy Ships volunteer reconstructive surgeon, 
when the ship was in Benin. 

 Dr Agbessi was passionate about increasing her skills and 
knowledge by undertaking as many of the courses and 
training offered by Mercy Ships Medical Capacity Building 
(MCB) mentoring programme as she could. 

“She sought me out and told me that she needed to attend 
our pain management class,” recounted Abby Watrous, 
a member of the Mercy Ships MCB team. Afterwards, 
Dr Agbessi thought it was such important knowledge to 
have that she taught the course to 20 nurses at her own 
hospital.  

As Dr Agbessi puts her newly minted skills to work back 
in her own operating theatre, she’s not oblivious to 
the challenges she’ll face. “We see a lot of things here,” 
she says… and that probably includes women as badly 
burned as the one who inspired her in the first place. 

Phase 1.  
Collaborative Assessment  

Mercy Ships listens, builds relationships, and collaborates 
with the Presidential Office, Ministry of Health, other 
departments of the government, and non-governmental 
organisations. A collaborative effort has an increased 
impact. A protocol of commitment is signed, taking into 
account World Health Organization targets. 

An analysis of capacity needs within the local healthcare 
system is undertaken, establishing where assistance 
will be most effective. The Assessment Team examines 
surgical and ancillary service capacity, the port, security, 
and build rapport with key stakeholders. An Advance 
Team enhances the effectiveness of the ship deployment 
by preparing for the ship’s arrival.  

Impact through Partnership

Phase 2.  
Ship Deployment 

For 10 months, a Mercy Ship is docked in the host nation’s 
port, providing free surgical and dental care for thousands 
of people, training and mentoring for local healthcare 
workers, renovations for local facilities and more. 

 
Phase 3.  
Training & Support 

Project implementers return to understand any challenges 
faced by local healthcare professionals in implementing 
learned materials and skills, provide further instruction, as 
well as offer encouragement and additional input. 

On subsequent visits, teams ascertain how the work of 
Mercy Ships changed the lives of patients and trained 
healthcare professionals and evaluate the sustained 
hospital and clinic improvement. Lessons learned are used 
to inform future field services. 

Above: Surgeons in theatre onboard the Africa Mercy.

“ When I was 12, I saw a woman on TV. 
Her husband had burned her with 
acid – her face had become fused to 
her neck, so she could never look a 
person in the eye again.”  

Dr Odry Agbessi

Above: Dr Odry Agbessi works with Dr Tertius Venter in the operating theatre.
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Marie Madeleine loves school. She believes with a good 
education, she will be able to accomplish her dreams, 
and she refused to let her condition slow her down.  

When she was a child, Marie Madeleine developed an 
abnormally tight muscle contracture in her leg. As she 
continued to grow, her knee hyperextended backward, 
leaving her with a severe limp when she walked. Despite 
this difficulty, Marie Madeleine continued making the short 
journey to school, where she was determined to learn.  

“Marie Madeleine is a very joyful girl. She has many friends,” 
said Adama, Marie Madeleine’s grandmother.  

While the 13-year-old’s condition has caused her to struggle 
to keep up physically, her family has worked hard to make 
sure that she has spent her life surrounded by love and 
acceptance. The young girl does not recall ever being 
demeaned because of her disability, and this has resulted 
in a confidence that is clearly seen in the way she interacts 
with others. Eventually though, Adama believed that her 
granddaughter’s condition would have held her back from 
reaching her full potential. 

“My hope is for her to be like every other girl with a 
backpack going to school,” she said. “But we couldn’t afford 
surgery, so we just waited for a miracle.”  

One day, that miracle arrived in the form of news from a 
neighbour in their village, who told them about a charity 
called Mercy Ships sending a hospital ship to the Port of 
Dakar, about 100 miles from their home. The neighbour 
gave Adama the information for the patient selection 
process, and soon Marie Madeleine had a surgery 
scheduled.  

On the eve of her operation, Marie Madeleine talked about 
her “new life,” envisioning all of the possibilities that lie 
ahead of her. After a successful surgery onboard the ship, 
called the Africa Mercy, Marie Madeleine was ready to begin 
rehabilitation. 

She worked with the rehab team for several hours a week 
to restore mobility and to improve her leg’s strength. For 
12 long years, her knee muscle had not been used properly, 
and it took time for her to retrain the muscles in her leg to 
hold her weight. But Marie Madeleine had the end in sight 
and, eager to get back to school, she persevered. 

Several months after her arrival at the Africa Mercy, the 
bright 13-year-old girl with the triumphant smile and 
straight legs was ready to go home and back to school! Her 
classmates were astounded at her transformation. 

Marie Madeleine’s grandmother said Adama said on her 
return to education, “I am so happy to see her going to 
school with straight legs. Everything is okay now!”  

With her determined spirit, Marie Madeleine has 
already succeeded. Her Mercy Ships journey may be 
finished, but she has the rest of her life ahead. 

Images: Marie Madeleine before and after surgery to straighten her legs.

Marie Madeleine
A life transformed

“ I am so happy to see her going to 
school with straight legs. Everything is 
okay now!”  
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Since 1978, Mercy Ships has provided services and materials in 
developing nations valued at more than £1.2 billion.

R O T A R Y  A N D  M E R C Y  S H I P S  I N  P A R T N E R S H I P

2.85 
million lives 

impacted

105,520 
Life-changing 

surgical procedures 
provided 

601 
Port visits by our 

ships

55
Developing nations 

visited 

489,317 
Dental procedures 

provided

49,133 
Professionals trained 

in their field of 
expertise 

6,611 
Healthcare 

professionals trained 
to train others 

Mercy Ships 
A lasting impact
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Our partnership accomplished a record-breaking Rotary 
Foundation Global Grant of $1.125 million to fund vital 
medical equipment on the Global Mercy and training for 
healthcare professionals. The funds were raised to provide 
a range of sophisticated medical equipment, including 
a state-of-the-art CT scanner. It also funded a range of 
medical equipment for decks three and four: the ship’s 
hospital decks with six operating theatres, three infection 
isolation rooms, 147 ward beds, six post-operative recovery 
beds and four intensive care beds. It will also help deliver 
training and education for local healthcare workers.  

Mercy Ships UK’s Chief Executive, Joanne Balaam, said, 
“Mercy Ships is delighted to continue our long-standing 
partnership with Rotary, as we increase our capacity and 
realise a shared vision: to build sustainable healthcare 
systems that can change and save significantly more lives 
than ever before, and to leave a lasting legacy across the 
countries of Africa.” 

Mercy Ships and Rotary 
International partnership 
has has accomplished 
astounding achievements

“ The Grant galvanised the generosity 
of Rotary, truly capturing imaginations 
and hearts: 31 Rotary Districts, 341 
clubs across the UK and the world from 
Oklahoma to Seoul all found a common 
cause to support Mercy Ships and shows 
that Rotary Opens Opportunities.”

“ Little acts of kindness and generosity 
make a huge difference in an individual’s 
life but join up all that kindness and 
generosity and you can change the lives 
of whole communities, whole nations and 
even a whole continent. This Global Grant 
of 1.125 million dollars will do that!” 

Paul Denton, Chair of District 1260 (Beds, Bucks 
and Herts) Global Grants Committee

Reverend Debbie Hodge, President of Rotary in 
Great Britain and Ireland 2018/19

Above: Nurse Martha Henderson from Scotland with the Rotary-funded CT scanner.

Your support 
transforms lives!

£570 
could fund a tumour removal for a patient 
like Houleye

£1,000 
could sponsor an operating theatre for a 
day, to straighten the legs of someone like 
Marie Madeleine

£5,000 
could help train a surgeon, like Dr Agbessi

Become a Volunteer 
Can you use your talent to volunteer for Mercy 
Ships? There are over 200 different roles to choose 
from and only half of the opportunities onboard 
are medical. Find out more about volunteering at  
mercyships.org.uk/volunteer  

Join our UK Network 
If you are interested in spreading the Mercy Ships 
story in the UK as either a Speaker or Conference 
Volunteer, contact us at 
rotary@mercyships.org.uk
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The Mercy Ships UK Volunteer Network provides 
Speakers who are fully equipped to deliver a quality 
free presentation to your club. Our Speakers 
Network covers England, Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland.  

To book a talk for your club and to find out more 
about the incredible work our amazing volunteers 
do, please go to: events.mercyships.org.uk or call 
01438 727800.

Book a talk for  
your club

Call us: 01438 727800 
Email us: rotary@mercyships.org.uk  
mercyships.org.uk/rotary

Contact us

Registered Charity No: 1053055. Registered Charity in Scotland No. SC039743.  
Company No: 3147724 (England and Wales)


