Interpreter Seydou Sow works in the Language Assistance Program at Harlem Hospital
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Interpreter is cure for
hosp language barriers

S AN INTERPRETER in Harlem
Hospital's Language Assistance
Program, Seydou Sow has plied
his trade in just about every office
in the building except the emer-
gency room.

There is a good reason for that excep-
tion.

“There is no need for an interpreter be-
cause the patient is sleeping,” Sow said.
“I have done preoperations, though.”

Yet program director Lucila Jimenez
easily came up with examples where hos-
pital interpreters such as Sow played piv-
otal roles ensuring that
hospital patients got the
care they needed.

Like the man who
spoke no English and
was brought to the hospi- e
tal with numerous inju-- ™

ries he suffered when he Jumped from a

second-floor window.

The Emergency Service Umt crew that
transported him had listed him as an at-
tempted suicide. Protocol would require
that after the man was stabilized, he be
taken to the hospital psychiatric ward for
evaluation.

An interpreter got the real story — the
man was attending a party on the second
floor when someone pulled a gun and
started firing.

He jumped out of the window to save
his life.

Sow, 45, speaks French, Malinka, Bam-
bara (both Malinka and Bambara include
several dialects) and English. He was
chef and owner of the La Piax restaurant
in his native Abidjan, Ivory Coast, in West
Africa, before immigrating to the United
States seven years ago.

When he arrived, he rented a room
from another West African family in Har-
lem that was expecting a child soon.

When the mother went into labor, Sow
went to Harlem Hospital with them and
acted as an interpreter for the family.

After that. “I said to mvself. whv ean’t 1

help other people, even in my free time?”
Sow said. “That's when I came to Lucila’s
office and signed up to volunteer in my
free time.”

Sow volunteered at the hospital for sev-
eral years — Jimenez said he would work
four-to-five-hour shifts five days a week
before heading to a paying restaurant job
— before completing certification classes
and joining the hospital staff full time in
2005.

Harlem is home to thousands of West
Africans and other immigrants from doz-
ens of nations, and Harlem Hospital em-

ploys doctors, nurses

'} and other health profes-

# | sionals from countries

_t around the world.

E  So Sow's skills are
- much in demand.

g He was once called to
the emergency room to help a doctor
from India and a nurse from Korea ex-
plain to a West African man that he could
not get a new kidney that same day,

If the two full-time interpreters and sev-
eral volunteers in the Harlem Hospital As-
sistance Program find themselves dealing
with an unfamiliar language, they can use
a special city Health and Hospitals Corp.
“blue phone” in the office to access a
bank of interpreters, Jimenez said.

. ow is so well-known among West
African immigrants that patients
pass his cell-phone number
among themselves, sometimes
without even meeting him.

“His phone is always ringing,” Jimenez
said. '

“I'll get a call from someone saying,
‘Mr. Sow, we need you,' " he said. “Every-
body in the hospital, when they need me,
1 get a call, That is what I tell them. When
you need me, call.

“It may be a medical interpretation, or
a financial situation, or to fill an applica-
tion for Medicaid, or anything regarding
a health-care issue,” he said. “I get paid
for what 1 do here, but I put my heart in
mv work.” ericharson@nvdailvnews.com




