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ONE VISION, 20+ NATIONS:
FRANCOPHONE AFRICA UNITES
FOR CLEFT CARE

From May 21 to 23, delegates from over 20
countries gathered in Yaoundé for the 2nd
Francophone Africa Cleft Congress, held
under the theme "Holistic management of
cleft lip and palate in Francophone Africa:
current landscape and future perspectives."
Professor Mendimi Nkodo Joseph Marie,
representing Cameroon's Minister of Health,
presided over the opening ceremony, with a
keynote by Pr. Hervé Benateau. Goodwill
messages from Smile Train President and
CEO Susannah Schaefer, Dr. Larry Hollier,
Chair of the Global Medical Advisory Council
were broadcasted as.Prof. Peter Donkor,
President of AMAC, and Mrs Nkeiruka Obi,
Vice President and Regional Director for
Africa gave their remarks.

At the Smile Train symposium, leaders,
alumni, and partners championed cleft care
that is locally owned, multidisciplinary, and
sustainably resourced. Smile Train Africa
Alumni Network members shared powerful
testimonies of training and mentorship
transforming communities, and a
multidisciplinary panel underscored the vital
role of every member of the cleft team. The
message was clear: together, we are
ensuring no child is left behind, one smile at
a time. Read more

ART IMPACT FOR HEALTH:
FRANCOPHONE AFRICA EDITION,
ANÉHO, TOGO (JUNE 28–30, 2026.

Numerous studies confirm that art can
contribute to a person's health and well-
being.
At Smile Train, we believe
comprehensive cleft care does not end
when the surgery does. From June 28 to
30, that belief came to life in Aného,
Togo, at the Art Impact for Health:
Francophone Africa Edition. The three-
day workshop brought together health
professionals, artists, patients, and
families from 12 Francophone African
countries to explore how art can reduce
stigma and build confidence for children
affected by cleft. Senator Dr. Alexis
Aquereburu, Mayor of Commune des
Lacs 1, presided over the opening
ceremony, which featured moving patient
testimonies, a cultural performance, and
a presentation of the Art Impact for Health
vision by Isabelle Wachsmuth of the
WHO.

Over the three days, partners co-created
a collective mural, mothers built
sisterhood through batik and beadwork,
and children reclaimed their stories in a
mask-painting workshop themed "My
Story, My Strength." The event closed
with a Train-the-Trainer session that
equipped psychologists, speech
therapists, and social workers with
trauma-informed, culturally rooted
psychosocial care tools. Each participant
left with a six-month action plan to make
this care the standard, not the exception,
in their country. Read more.
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Smile Train provides free cleft 
surgeries and comprehensive cleft 
care across 42 countries in Africa, 
with 230+ active partners and 390+ 
treatment centres. Since 2002, 
Smile Train’s local medical partners 
have provided more than 170,000 
life-changing cleft surgeries across 
the continent.

Our Comprehensive Cleft Care 
(CCC) services include 
psychosocial support, nutrition, 
surgery, speech therapy, 
orthodontics, ENT and dental care.

We elevate local medical capacity, 
raising the safety and quality of 
surgical and anaesthesia care by 
offering curriculum-based 
educational scholarship programs.

Smile Train leverages strategic and 
innovative partnerships at the local 
and international levels to anchor 
advocacy, the capacity of our 
partners and programs to 
strengthen surgical systems, and 
research infrastructure on global 
health priorities and policy.

emanjeru@smiletrain.org | 
africa@smiletrain.org
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VPD TRAINING IN GHANA CONVENES AFRICA 
TEAMS TO IMPROVE CLEFT SPEECH OUTCOMES

Cleft treatment does not end in the operating room; a 
child's ability to speak, learn, and belong depends on 
the care that follows. That is why, from April 21 to 23, 
we gathered cleft care teams from across Africa in 
Kumasi, Ghana, for a three-day Velopharyngeal 
Dysfunction (VPD) training. Through hands-on learning, 
live patient assessments, and collaborative case 
discussions, participants strengthened their ability to 
evaluate and manage speech outcomes, a critical 
dimension of comprehensive cleft care.

We extend our deep appreciation to our facilitators from 
India, Prof. Syed Altaf Hussain, Senior Consultant and 
Professor of Plastic Surgery, and Prof. Subramaniyan 
B, PhD in Speech Language and Hearing Sciences, 
whose expertise and dedication enriched every session.

Participants also visited Smile Train's Cleft Leadership 
Center in Kumasi, Africa's most advanced cleft center, 
gaining practical insight into an established model of 
multidisciplinary, locally led care. This is our model for 
sustainable change: investing in local medical 
professionals so expertise grows from within. In the 
video below, participants share what this training meant 
to them and the patients they serve.

SMILE TRAIN'S AFRICA SAFETY REVIEWERS UNITE 
IN KUMASI FOR SAFER CLEFT CARE

On May 13 and 14, Smile Train convened its 5th All-Africa 
Safety and Quality Reviewers Workshop in Kumasi, Ghana, 
bringing together safety reviewers from Ghana, Nigeria, 
Uganda, Ethiopia, Madagascar, Tanzania, Rwanda, 
Cameroon, Senegal, and beyond. Guided by the theme 
"Beyond Checklists: Building a Sustained Culture of Safety 
Through Collaboration, Data-Driven Learning and Patient 
Partnership in Comprehensive Cleft Care," participants 
moved beyond compliance to embed safety as a shared 
value, explored how audit data can drive cultural change, and 
elevated the voices of patients and caregivers in shaping 
care. 

The workshop featured updates on global protocols, keynote 
insights from Dr. Stephen Okelo, President of CANECSA, and 
rich experience sharing from across the continent. Abstract 
presentations tackled perioperative fasting practices, 
anesthesia audits, sentinel events, malignant hyperthermia, 
and rethinking the "Rule of 10s" in the African context. One 
truth rang clear: Safety should be embedded in the DNA of team 
culture and transition from of ticking off a box to follow protocol. 
Smile Train remains committed to prioritising safety and ensuring 
that every patient receives the highest standards of care. 
Read more

https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7471109304213954561
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7471109304213954561
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AFRICA'S CLEFT CARE LEADERS RISE: THE FIRST 
STAAN ASSEMBLY CONVENES IN ABUJA

Smile Train's unique Teach a person to fish model is undoubtedly the 
most scalable and sustainable model of healthcare. We convened the 
first-ever Smile Train Africa Alumni Network (STAAN) General 
Assembly on June 29 2026. The Assembly brought together 35 
surgeons, anesthesia providers, and speech professionals from 8 
African countries to connect, build on mentorship, knowledge 
exchange, research, and advocacy aimed at improving access to 
safe, high-quality comprehensive cleft care across the continent. 

Established in 2024, STAAN comprises graduates of Smile 
Train-supported fellowship programmes and champions African-
led solutions that advance equity, sustainability, and local 
ownership of cleft care. 

Speaking at the gala dinner, Dr Kayode Fayemi, Founder of Amandla 
Institute, challenged participants to extend their impact beyond the 
operating theatre into policy, systems, and advocacy. Mrs Nkeiruka 
Obi, Smile Train Vice President and Regional Director for Africa, 
described STAAN as more than a community of professionals: a 
movement of African leaders committed to ensuring every child born 
with a cleft has access to quality care close to home.

The Lancet Commission recommends 20 surgical specialists per 
100,000 people, a target most African countries have yet to reach.

Alumni of Smile Train-supported programs in Africa can join STAAN by 
reaching out to their local program manager or emailing 
africa@smiletrain.org.

Learn more about STAAN:

STRONGER TOGETHER: SMILE TRAIN CONVENES 
KENYA PARTNERS FORUM IN NAIROBI

At Smile Train, we know that lasting change is built through 
partnership. On June 19, we hosted a Partners Forum in 
Nairobi, Kenya, under the theme "Stronger Together: 
Advancing Sustainable Cleft Care Through Collaboration," 
bringing together surgeons, nurses, anesthesia professionals, 
surgical societies, government representatives, media, 
academia, and individuals born with clefts to explore 
innovative solutions for improving access to comprehensive 
cleft care in Kenya.

Mrs Nkeiruka Obi, Smile Train Vice President and Regional 
Director for Africa, reminded participants that behind every 
surgery is a child gaining confidence and a community 
becoming more inclusive, and called for deeper collaboration 
to reach the most vulnerable patients and build resilient local 
health systems. 

Dr Andrew Toro, Director of Curative and Nursing Services at 
the Ministry of Health, commended Smile Train's investments 
in surgical equity and highlighted the government's 
commitment to strengthening referral networks and Universal 
Health Coverage. 
In Kenya, an estimated 1,200 children are born with clefts 
each year. Since 2002, Smile Train's "teach a person to fish" 
model has transformed the lives of over 14,000 cleft-affected 
individuals, backed by more than $238M (Ksh 30B) invested 
in Kenya's health system, from workforce development and 
infrastructure to innovative solar-powered surgical systems 
that keep life-saving surgeries running without interruption.
Watch the replay:

mailto:africa@smiletrain.org
mailto:africa@smiletrain.org
mailto:africa@smiletrain.org
https://www.smiletrainafrica.org/staan
https://www.smiletrainafrica.org/staan
https://www.smiletrainafrica.org/staan
https://www.smiletrainafrica.org/staan
https://www.smiletrainafrica.org/staan
https://web.facebook.com/share/v/1BN88VpLTy/
https://web.facebook.com/share/v/1BN88VpLTy/
https://web.facebook.com/share/v/1BN88VpLTy/
https://web.facebook.com/share/v/1BN88VpLTy/
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LIFESAVING SKILLS, SAFER SMILES: 
LIFE SUPPORT TRAINING AT 
UNIVERSITY OF CALABAR TEACHING 
HOSPITAL

At the University of Calabar Teaching 
Hospital in Nigeria, 36 medical 
professionals recently completed Basic 
Life Support training and 18 completed 
Pediatric Advanced Life Support, all 
supported through Smile Train's ongoing 
investment in local capacity.

This training equipped participants with 
essential, lifesaving skills that will enhance 
the safety and quality of care for children 
and families in their communities. Every 
skill gained brings us closer to ensuring 
that every child can access safe surgery 
and the chance to grow up healthy and 
confident. 

Read more

MEDIA WORKSHOPS TAKE ON CLEFT 
STIGMA IN GHANA AND KENYA

In many African communities, clefts are still 
wrapped in myths and stigma, with children 
sometimes viewed as bad omens or a curse. 
Beyond the medical challenges, these 
misunderstandings often lead to isolation, 
bullying, and exclusion, on top of delayed 
access to urgent, life-changing care. At Smile 
Train, we believe awareness is one of our 
most powerful tools for changing that.
 That is why we hosted media workshops in 
Accra, Ghana, from June 10 to 11, and 
Kisumu, Kenya, from June 15 to 16, equipping 
journalists with the facts about clefts and 
direct access to medical experts and patient 
families to challenge myths and bring cleft 
care into the national conversation.

We are grateful to the dedicated journalists, 
media facilitators, and partner hospitals that 
made both workshops possible, and to the 
patients and families who courageously 
shared their stories. Participating journalists in 
both countries will go on to produce monthly 
stories about Smile Train's work for the next 
six months. Because changing minds is just 
as vital as changing lives.

https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7445742026001838081
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7445742026001838081
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NOURISHING EVERY SMILE: 
WORLD NUTRITION DAY 
SPOTLIGHT FROM BURKINA FASO

This World Nutrition Day, Smile Train 
highlighted the importance of integrating 
nutrition into comprehensive cleft care. At 
Clinique El Fateh Suka, a Smile Train 
partner in Burkina Faso, Dr Sanogo 
Yasine Adama, a Pediatrician and trained 
nutritionist, is ensuring children with clefts 
receive the nutritional support they need 
to grow and thrive. Nutrition is the first 
intervention many children with clefts 
need, as surgery cannot be safely 
performed on a malnourished child. 

Through Smile Train’s approach of 
empowering local medical professionals 
with training and resources, nutrition and 
growth monitoring are becoming a core 
part of cleft care, improving outcomes for 
children and their families. In the video 
below, Dr Yasine shares how this training 
has shaped her work and the impact it 
continues to have in her community. 
Watch the video

NURSES AT THE HEART OF EVERY 
SMILE: CELEBRATING 
INTERNATIONAL NURSES DAY

On May 12, International Nurses Day, we 
spotlighted Floribert Niyonkuru, a theatre 
nurse at Best Care Specialists Hospital in 
Kigali, Rwanda, a Smile Train partner 
since 2022. Introduced to cleft care 
through his work in intraoperative support, 
Floribert went on to complete the Nursing 
Cleft Speciality Learning training and a 
train-the-trainer course, a reflection of his 
dedication to continuous learning. What 
brings him the greatest joy is witnessing 
daily transformations, with parents who 
arrive full of despair leaving the hospital 
smiling, and children walking out confident 
and ready to return to their communities. 

Since partnering with Smile Train, Best 
Care Specialists Hospital, led by Dr 
Georges Ntakiyiruta and supported by 
nurses like Floribert, has delivered more 
than 850 cleft surgeries alongside 
comprehensive care, including nutrition 
support. To all the nurses who make life-
changing cleft care possible across Africa, 
we say thank you. 
Read more

HONORING THE HANDS BEHIND THE 
SMILES: WORKERS' DAY 
SPOTLIGHT ON WECCARE 
FOUNDATION

On International Workers' Day, Smile Train 
celebrated the dedication of our partners 
across Africa, shining a spotlight on one 
whose work is making a lasting difference 
in Cameroon. 

Since 2013, Smile Train partner 
WECCARE Foundation (Hadassah 
Hospitals Cameroon) has been one of 
Yaoundé’s most trusted providers of safe, 
compassionate, and comprehensive care 
for children with clefts. At its heart is Dr 
Sammy Oben, a Plastic Surgeon whose 
steady leadership has shape WECCARE 
into a welcoming hub for high-quality cleft 
care. His commitment to empowering local 
teams, strengthening healthcare systems, 
and ensuring the dignity of every child 
inspires us daily. 

With Smile Train's support, the WECCARE 
team has provided more than 1,800 life-
changing cleft surgeries and expanded 
access to vital treatment, including nutrition 
and speech services, all at no cost to 
patients and their families.

From surgeons and nurses to speech 
therapists, nutritionists, and program 
teams, we honored all those whose 
commitment is transforming challenges 
into confidence and opening brighter, 
healthier futures for children and families 
across the continent. 
Read more 

https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7465764076695011330
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7465764076695011330
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7465764076695011330
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7459905401665314816
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7459905401665314816
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7455888820753022976
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7455888820753022976
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STRONGER VOICES ACROSS EAST AFRICA: 
REGIONAL SPEECH TRAINING AND CAMP IN 
UGANDA

From May 11 to 15, Smile Train and CoRSU Hospital brought 
together speech therapists and healthcare professionals from 
Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda, and Uganda for a regional Speech 
Training and Camp in Uganda. Through practical learning and 
peer collaboration, participants strengthened their clinical 
skills, helping expand access to high-quality speech therapy 
services for children with clefts across East Africa. 

We extend our sincere appreciation to our dedicated 
facilitators, whose expertise and guidance enriched every 
session, and to the CoRSU Hospital team for hosting this 
impactful training. 

At Smile Train, we know that investing in local expertise 
strengthens sustainable healthcare systems. Initiatives like this 
ensure children receive the comprehensive cleft care they 
need to communicate confidently and reach their full potential. 

Read more

FINDING THEIR VOICES: SPEECH THERAPY CAMP 
EMPOWERS CHILDREN IN KENYA

Speech therapy is a vital component of comprehensive cleft 
care. Children who can communicate clearly show enhanced 
confidence and stronger connections in every aspect of life. 

At a recent speech therapy camp in Kenya, a Smile Train 
partner brought children and caregivers together for focused 
sessions and practical support, helping young voices grow 
stronger. 

Initiatives like this demonstrate the importance of sustained 
care and local expertise beyond surgery. Smile Train remains 
committed to supporting our partners as they expand access 
to high-quality cleft-specialized speech therapy services 
across their communities. 
Read more

https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7473645946044829696
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7473645946044829696
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A DECADE OF HEALING: CELEBRATING EJO HEZA 
SURGICAL CENTRE'S 10TH ANNIVERSARY

Smile Train proudly congratulated our partner Ejo Heza Surgical 
Centre, Specialist Hospital in Rwanda, on its 10th anniversary, 
marking a decade of dedication to compassionate, high-quality 
care. Over the years, their team has helped transform more than 
850 lives through cleft treatment, giving children the confidence 
to smile, speak, and thrive.

Together, we will continue to expand access to comprehensive 
cleft care, including nutrition support, speech therapy, oral 
health care, and more, so even more children can reach their full 
potential. Here's to the journey so far and to many more years of 
changing the world one smile at a time.

A LIFETIME OF IMPACT: DR. ATAKLITIE BARAKI 
HONORED WITH ETHIOPIA'S LIFETIME 
ACHIEVEMENT AWARD

Smile Train proudly celebrated our long-time partner Dr. 
Ataklitie Baraki on receiving the Lifetime Achievement 
Award for Surgical Education and Surgical Practice 2026 
from the Surgical Society of Ethiopia. 

Over the last 36 years, Dr Ataklitie has dedicated himself to 
serving patients, mentoring the next generation of 
surgeons, and strengthening surgical care systems across 
Ethiopia. Through his partnership with Smile Train, he has 
helped make free, high-quality cleft care possible for more 
than 5,100 patients, opening doors to confidence, 
opportunity, and brighter futures. 

A teacher, leader, and compassionate surgeon, his impact 
ripples far beyond the operating room through every 
student he trains and every life he helps transform. This 
well-deserved recognition reflects a lifetime of dedication 
and the incredible difference one committed partner can 
make. SMILE TRAIN CHAMPIONS LOCALLY LED SURGICAL 

CARE AT WHA79

Smile Train took its advocacy to the global stage at the 79th 
World Health Assembly, held in Geneva from 18 to 23 May 
2026, hosting a side event on the future of equitable and 
sustainable surgical care. Smile Train’s message was clear: 
sustainable surgical care starts with trusting and investing in 
local leadership.

Africa was proudly represented by Dr. Rose Alenyo of Uganda, 
member of Smile Train's African Medical Advisory Council 
(AMAC), who joined fellow advocates in calling for stronger 
investment in frontline healthcare, ensuring patients in every 
community can access safe, quality surgical care close to home. 

Held in partnership with The Global Surgery Foundation and 
other partners, the event reaffirmed what Smile Train's locally 
led model proves every day: the strongest, most lasting impact 
is built from the ground up.
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Surgery is critical for treating a cleft, but it is often only one part of the treatment journey – that’s why many of 
our partners also provide nutritional counseling, speech therapy, orthodontics, psychosocial support, and 
more. This approach treats the “whole patient,” improving a child’s health, confidence, and trajectory — and 
supporting healthier, more prosperous communities globally.
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