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AND THEY’RE OFF!   
MHIRT 2018 TRAINEES REACH THEIR INTERNATIONAL RESEARCH DESTINATIONS 

 
After a competitive selection process, a rigorous spring semester of Wednesday night meetings, working with local and 
international mentors to define their research projects, learning about cultural differences and attending pre-travel 
workshop on living abroad, 12 MHIRT student’s boarded planes between May 30 and June 3 for their international 
destinations. This year six students will conduct research in Thailand, two in Cameroon, two in Liberia, one each in Laos 
and India. This weekly Newsletter will chronicle some of their research activities, cultural experiences, and interesting 
observations, so we can all Stay Connected.  
 
Team Thailand   
After a 18 hr long flight from Honolulu with a 2 hr layover in Seoul, Christine Joy Baltazar, Joana Garcia, Jenny 
Nguyen, Jasmine Padamada, Kenneth Go and Allison Nguyen landed safely in the middle of the night at the 
Suvarnabhumi Airport in Bangkok where they were warmly greeted by their international mentor Dr. Pornsawan 
Leaungwutiwong and her lab technician Mr. Chung. Jasmine reports, “I 
was able to meet Dr. Pornsawan (my mentor) and Mr. Chung in person 
because they are also our supervisors. They were very helpful in getting 
us to the hotel and settling in. On orientation day they introduced us to 
the efficient Bangkok Transit System (BTS), introduced us to our 

mentors and workstations, and even took 
us out to lunch at a restaurant in Siam. I 
am very excited to start working with 
everyone tomorrow!” 
 Jenny met her mentor Dr. Reshmie 
Ramautarsing at the Thai Red Cross AIDS 
Research Centre. Because Jenny’s 
research is on public health, this health center is located in the community where Jenny 
will be working on her research for the next eight weeks. She reports the weather to be 
“insanely sunny and humid”. In fact the weather is almost remarkable to all. Christine 
describes it as “the worst.” Though Joana is “a little more sweaty,” she also says that 
she is acclimating to the weather. The trainees are really appreciating the fast BTS sky 

train because of the traffic on the road. However the trains are crowded, even for those who have used mass transit, 
often with passengers in each other’s personal space! The Bangkok students did some shopping at what is described 
as “gigantic” shopping malls and “huge” markets. Jasmine observes that shopping is a way of life in Thailand. 
 Next day Kenneth Go and Allison Nguyen arrived safely in Chiang Mai to discover “blistering heat”. After 

settling into their fully furnished apartments, they spent their first day 
with their Chiang Mai University (CMU) mentors, Dr. Suwit Saekho, 
and Dr. Sirida Youngchim, and UHM mentor, Dr. Pom Sailasuta. Their 
mentor’s took them to the market, which is more than just food being 
sold. Live music, crafts, and “people just having a good time” 
surrounded Kenneth and Alison. Guided by Dr. Pom and Dr. Suwit, they 
are shown the labs where they will be working. They are happy to report 
that the CMU is only a 10-minute walk from their apartment. Kenneth 
and Alison experience some early shop till you drop experience, 6 hours 
at the mall (!), buying necessities like bottled water. They begin their 
research immediately on Monday after easily finding the lab. Kenneth is 

working in Dr. Sirida’s lab doing cell cultures while Allison is working in Dr. Suwit’s lab and simulating MRI 
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phantom images.  (Wow!)  Alison reports, “I worked with Dr. Suwit on trying to 
simulate MRI phantom images. Kenneth and I left our labs around the same time and we 
went to get crepes on campus”. Keep us posted as we provide details on both their lab 
tasks and techniques. 
 In Bangkok, Dr. Pornsawan has provided a journal club schedule for the trainees. 
The international mentors will assign the publication that will involve students' projects, 
and the students will give a 15-20 minute presentation to peers and mentors, who can join 
the journal club on that week. In the last week of journal club, Tuesday July 23, all of the 
students will give a brief talk about the results and the significance of their project. 
Thank you Dr. Pornsawan for the journal club schedule. We’ll keep you updated on the 
journal reports as each student presents. Stay tuned! 

 
Date Time Students International Mentors 

Tuesday 12th June 9.00-10.00 Jasmine Padamada Pornsawan Leaungwutiwong 
Monday 18th June 9.00-10.00 Jenny Nguyen Reshmie Ramautarsing 
Monday 25th June 9.00-10.00 Christine Joy Baltazar Narisara Chantratita 
Tuesday 3rd July 9.00-10.00 Joana Garcia Paron Dekumyoy 
Tuesday 10th July 9.00-10.00 Kenneth Go Sirida Youngchim 
Tuesday 17th July 9.00-10.00 Alison Nguyen Suwit Saekho 
Monday 23rd July 9.00-12.00 All students All mentors 

Christine reports that their first full day of work “went really well.” All of them 
relaxed in the evening by getting take out food, eating together family style, and 

watching Netflix. Sorry no photos of their first day home 
from the lab since they were very excited after their first 
day meeting everyone and getting started with their 
research!   
 The trainees in Bangkok are becoming accustomed to 
their daily schedules.  They have breakfast together, meet 
back down after grabbing their bags from their rooms, and 
catch the BTS together.  They laugh as they experience the 

very crowded morning rush hour and a much closer personal space!  They are also 
happy to finally try mango sticky rice, which they buy at a food court in Tesco. 
 
India 
After a 35-hr long flight from Honolulu with a 15 hr 30 min layover in Newark, MHIRT solo traveler, Landon 

Negrillo, arrived safely at the Indira Gandhi International Airport in Delhi, India at 
9:30 PM on May 31 and was greeted by Preeti and Ankush students of Landon’s 
mentor Dr. Ravi Tandon. They had lunch at a food court. He will be staying for 
next 8-weeks at the Chintan Guest House on the campus of the Jawaharlal Nehru 
University (JNU), which is only 10 min walk from his 
laboratory. Unfortunately the hotter summer in New 
Delhi (compared to Hawaii) is making Landon “more 
exhausted than usual”. From experience, we are 
confident that Landon will acclimate to the warmer 
summer soon! Landon starts work immediately on 

Monday in Dr. Tandon’s lab where he worked on his literature review and reports and learned cell culture from lab 
assistant Preeti.  Landon is also preparing for his cultural project, yoga!  
 
Laos 
Annalyn Oliveros, MHIRT solo traveler to Laos, arrived in Bangkok in the middle of 
the night on June 4, after a 18-hr long flight, and checked in the airport hotel. Thanks 
Annalyn for carrying last minute research supplies for your peers in Bangkok and 
Chiang Mai. Chanya (masters student in Dr. Pornsawan lab) picked up supplies. Big 
Mahalo to Chanya! Next day morning, Annalyn met with her mentor Dr. Indi Trehan 
at the airport, boarded a short 2 hr flight and arrived at the Luang Prabang 
International Airport in Laos. Annalyn writes, “I’m settled in my guest house. The 
power went out for the first 30 minutes but it’s back on”. Welcome to Laos Annalyn!  
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Team Cameroon 
After a 34 hr and 30 min long flight from Honolulu with two layovers of 9 hr 30 min and 3 hr at Seattle and Paris, 

Boonyanudh Jiyarom, John Paul Arios (JP), and chaperone 
Yukie Lloyd arrived in Cameroon on June 4 at 8:00 PM with their 
luggage, and were received at the Yaoundé Nsimalen International 
Airport by Univ of Yaoundé team - Louis Bukong, Livo Esemu 
and Uncle Joshua (driver). JP reports, “We were able to sleep in 
and then we went into the city the following afternoon to buy a 
cellphone and SIM cards, groceries for the house and other snacks. 
Here is our view from the front door. The weather is nice and 
cool here at nights and warm but not too humid during the day. 

Dinner consists of beans with onions and some fish, boiled 
potatoes and fresh salad made of cabbage, carrots, bell peppers, 

avocados, cucumbers and eggs. Boonya and I will be doing a part of her cultural project 
tomorrow at one of the elementary schools. She will be giving a short presentation to the 6th 
graders about Hawaii and play a few games with them where they will win macadamia nut 
chocolate and key chains. We also plan to go into the lab and meet everyone before we begin 
on Thursday”.   
 
Team Liberia 
Dr. John Berestecky scopes out the scene and prepares for the arrival of MHIRT student trainees. Dr. Berestecky 

settles in his apartment by preparing a spaghetti dinner and 
shopping for a futon for his makeshift bed (he ends up 
purchasing a more comfortable mattress from a town area 
called Red Light). He is preparing for the students’ arrival by 
developing an agenda for the first two days to include a tour of 
Monrovia and the University of Liberia, general introductions 
to mentors and facilities (check out the European wall outlet), 
checking out their apartments, having the trainees make lists of what they 
need and need to buy for the apartments. He is looking into having a 
possible cook. 
 After a 42 hr and 30 min long flight from Honolulu with two layovers 
of 12 hr and 4 hr 30 min at Newark and Brussels, MHIRT students 
Kianalei Garalde-Machida, Melissa Takaaze, and graduate student Brien Huan arrived 

in Liberia on June 5 at 7:00 PM with their massive luggage (mostly research supplies), and were received at the 
Roberts International Airport in Monrovia by University of Monrovia Protocol Officer Dekontee Tubman and our 
own John Berestecky. Dr. Berestecky reports, “we had two cars (SUV’S) and their drivers. One car was rented at the 
last minute when it became apparent that the university bus was not going to be available. Ample transport capacity 
was needed particularly since the students were traveling HEAVY with two large checked suitcases and fully loaded 
to capacity with carry-on bags. Weather was fortunately congenial. There was 
a pause in the typical rainy season weather of heavy showers and 
thunderstorms and the nice weather continues today!”. 
 Melissa reports, “Last night we arrived safely in Monrovia, collected our 
luggage, went straight to the hotel, then ordered dinner ... all before the 
kitchen closed at 10pm! We are extremely blessed that the entire process went 
smoothly and on time, including all flight segments on our journey to Liberia”. 
Today the Hawaii Team will be attending a lecture entitled “Understanding 
West Africa’s Ebola Epidemic: Towards a Political Economy”. Finally Dr. 
Berestecky is scoping out the area for mosquitoes, and reports that so far, he has not seen any. (Keep us posted on 
any mosquito sightings and what you find out about malaria stats!). 
 
The Minority Health International Research Training (MHIRT) Program at the University of Hawaii (UH) is 
funded through the National Institute on Minority Health and Health Disparities, National Institutes of Health 
(NIH) grant (T37MD008636-05). We acknowledge the support of UH Pacific Center for Emerging Infectious 
Diseases Research, Centers of Biomedical Research Excellence funded through the National Institute of General 
Medical Sciences, NIH grant (P30GM114737). 


