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Donation will help update treatment of trauma in northern Iraq
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Medical device maker Smith & Nephew is sending surgical equipment to Iraq to help bolt together shattered bones in a war-ravaged country that has a limited health care system. 

The donation of several large boxes of plates, screws and surgical instruments is headed to country's relatively peaceful Kurdish north. The devices are meant for patients with traumatic injuries caused by everything from bullet wounds to car accidents, said Dr. Goran J. Bekhtyar. 
Bekhtyar is president of a new Franklin, Tenn.-based nonprofit organization, Improved Health System for Iraq, which is collecting donations of medical equipment. 

The shipment has enough material to serve at least 5,000 patients, said Bekhtyar, 42, who is originally from Iraq. And the donated surgical instruments could last even when the last screws and plates have been placed in patients, he said. 

"In a hospital that's using products from 40 years ago, some of these instruments, for the next five years they'll be able to use it," he said after a ceremony at the trauma division's offices. 

It's not Smith & Nephew's only connection to Iraq. The firm also supplies trauma products directly to the U.S. military and to Veterans Affairs hospitals. 

The Iraq shipment contains new devices like the Exogen unit, an ultrasound device meant to speed the healing of fractures, as well as older but still serviceable products, said Randy Wilkerson, Smith & Nephew's national director of military and Veterans Affairs sales. 

Most of the devices are meant to repair breaks in the long bones of the arms and legs, he said. 

Iraqi surgeons often treat such fractures with traction, an obsolete method that requires the patient to lie still for weeks, but surgical methods to use screws and plates to bolt bones together lead to faster healing, Wilkerson said. 

The shipment is part of Smith & Nephew's Project Apollo, a charitable program that gave away $126,551 worth of goods last year. Smith & Nephew didn't release the value of the Iraq donation. 

Bekhtyar is an ethnic Kurd who said his family fled Iraq in 1974 because his father, an artist, had created anti-government propaganda images. The Kurdish region was in an armed conflict with the central government at the time. 

A Lutheran organization helped the family obtain refugee visas to the United States, and Bekhtyar spent his formative years in Nashville. 

He said he returned to Iraq for medical training, but at times did not use his last name to avoid persecution by Saddam Hussein's regime. After the 2003 invasion, he went back to Iraq as a health adviser to the new government. 

He said the contacts he made there are helping him in his new role as head of his nonprofit organization. 

The trauma products will be shipped by air later this month to Erbil, a city in Iraq's Kurdish region. From there, the goods will be distributed to five hospitals in the area. The organization is already in touch with orthopedic surgeons from around Iraq who plan to bring some of the surgical goods back to their own hospitals or take their patients to the area for treatment, Bekhtyar said. 

The office of U.S. Rep. Marsha Blackburn, R-Tenn., helped put Bekhtyar in contact with Smith & Nephew, which evaluated his proposal. 

Dwayne Montgomery, senior vice president for trauma sales and sales operations, said he was impressed with Bekhtyar's life story. The company's existing military contacts helped, too. 

"We know, we see the suffering over there," he said. "We have a lot of focus for our U.S. military and government sales. So it all worked hand in hand." 

Bekhtyar and Wilkerson said they hope the shipment won't be the end of the relationship. 

Wilkerson said Smith & Nephew might continue donations to Iraq or sell its goods at lower cost. As a way to thank the company, Bekhtyar said he hopes to set up channels for Iraqi doctors to buy Smith & Nephew products. 
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