
The AUA School of Public Health has 
been collaborating with Blacksmith 
Institute for Pure Earth since 2012. 
Using Blacksmith's initial site 
screening protocol, the project 
evaluated 25 sites in Armenia 
impacted by mining and other 
industrial activity. Some of the sites are 
newly contaminated while others may 
have a legacy of contamination from the 
Soviet period. One of the target 

communities was Akhtala. The pilot project for Akhtala town in Lori Marz 
started in August 2013 and included four components: 1) Thorough Risk 
Assessment, 2) Blood Lead Level Assessment, 3) Community Education and 
Empowerment and 4) Local Action Plan.  

Blood lead levels among children 
have never been investigated in 
Armenia. The Blacksmith Institute 
generously provided the LeadCare 
Analyzer II to the research team 
making it possible to test blood lead 
levels (BLL) of young children in 
communities contaminated by lead, 
such as Akhtala and Alaverdi.  
Besides BLL testing a survey of 
mothers or legal guardians of 

children was conducted to better understand the risk factors associated with 
higher BLL. Taking into account the lead exposure in children the study team 
trained different groups of Akhtala population including parents, healthcare 
providers, mayor's office staff, school and kindergarten teaching staff, NGO 
representatives, active community members and high school students on 
reducing the health risks 
associated with environmental 
health hazards particularly those of 
heavy metals.
 

In addition, the AUA SPH team 
organized meetings with 
community members through 
focus group discussions and 
individual in-depth interviews to 
get their input in the development 
of a local action plan for addressing 
the environmental and health 
problems in Akhtala. The 
community representatives and local authorities discussed and finalized the 
action plan. AUA continues to collaborate with Akhtala to implement some  

   the ideas from the action plan. of 

 Akhtala Community Education and 

Empowerment Pilot Project 
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Nationwide Thorough Risk Assessment
The AUA School of Public Health in collaboration with Blacksmith 
Institute for Pure Earth conducted a thorough risk assessment in 11 
communities of Armenia. The SPH research team designed a nationwide 
ecological assessment of communities affected by mining and smelting 
industries in Armenia. The study aimed to quantify the amount of heavy 
metals in residential soil to assess the ecological impact of contamination 
on the communities and to estimate health risks that heavy metals pose  
to human health. 
Based on the results of rapid risk screening of toxic waste sites in Armenia 
the SPH researchers identified 11 most affected communities in Lori and 
Syunik marzes, including Alaverdi, Akhtala, Armanis, Metz Ayrum, 
Chochkan, Agarak, Artsvanik, Kajaran, Kapan, Lernadzor, and Syunik 

Khachadourian                                communities.
The team managed to collect, process and test about 1930 soil 
samples from the target-communities. The AUA Acopian Center for 
the Environment provided its laboratory space for soil testing. Soil 
processing included homogenization, drying and sieving followed 
by testing for heavy metals with the XRF analyzer. Only in Alaverdi 
community, researchers did not collect the soil samples, instead 
used XRF analyzer for the in-situ (directly to the ground) testing. 
For the other 10 communities the soil samples were collected and 
transported to AUA for processing and testing. The fieldwork and 
laboratory operating teams received appropriate training to 
process and analyze the soil samples according to standard 
protocols.  For quality assurance of soil testing the study team 
followed standard protocols based on international best practices 
for all the steps of the assessment including soil sampling,                        Drs. Arman Tsaturyan and Vahe Khachadourian

transportation, preparation (homogenization, drying and sieving) and analysis by the XRF analyzer. 
Moreover, the team tested standard reference materials and  
duplicate and blank samples.   
 

Considering the level of pollution detected in each community and 
the population size at risk, the SPH researchers developed a 
priority list of communities for interventions such as cleanup 
activities, educational awareness raising programs to reduce 
human exposure to heavy metals. 
 

The SPH researchers made maps of lead and arsenic 
contamination for each of the 11 communities. This helped to 
visualize the overall trends of heavy metal contamination in the 

communities and the source of pollution. The team has developed 
educational brochures on health risks from heavy metals, including 
lead and arsenic, and preventive measures and gave them to 
landowners, when the testing results were above the maximum 
allowable levels.  
 

The SPH shared the results (detailed summaries of testing results, 
priority list and maps) of the Nationwide Ecological Assessment with 
the Government of Armenia including Prime Minister's Office, 
Ministries of Health, Nature Protection, and Emergency Situations as 
well as Lori marz authorities, including mayor's offices of Alaverdi and 
Akhtala. To address the issues discovered during the project, the SPH 
researchers have been working with the Interdisciplinary Group for 
Assessment of Chemical Storages/Cemeteries and Waste Sites, 
Development and Implementation of Actions for Neutralizing the Chemicals in the Territory of Armenia on 
drafting National Strategy on Reducing the Impact of Hazardous Chemical Substances Resulting from Metal 
Mineral Extraction and Ore Processing on Human Health and Environment for Armenia. 
   The study results are available (in Armenian and English) at http://chsr.aua.am 

Drs. Kristina Akopyan and Vahe 

Testing slug in a residential yard 

One of the communities
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The Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation together with Swiss National Science Foundation, through the 
University of Geneva, awarded the American University of Armenia School of Public Health and the St. Anne’s 
Hospital in Brno, Czech Republic a joint research grant to implement a pilot project on smoking cessation counseling 
training for medical residents in Armenia and the Czech Republic.  This project was competitively selected within the 
framework of the “SCOPES - Scientific co-operation between Eastern Europe and Switzerland” 2013-2016 Program. 
 

Fighting the tobacco epidemic requires a comprehensive approach that includes 
policy change, economic measures, public education, and assistance to smokers 
in their attempts to stop smoking. Tobacco dependence treatment is virtually 
unavailable in many Eastern European countries largely because of the 
inadequate training of health professionals on tobacco dependence and smoking 
cessation. The project is being implemented by an international team led by Prof. 
Jean-Francois Etter of the University of Geneva. The project will test the 
feasibility of implementing the Swiss innovative postgraduate program for 
physicians’ smoking cessation training developed by Drs. Humair and Cornuz. 
This program combines various methods of active learning and professional skills 
acquisition to teach medical residents how to help their patients to quit smoking. 
It has been implemented in Switzerland during the past 15 years.
     

According to Prof. Etter, “Filling the existing educational gap can have a multiplicative effect because physicians are 
key opinion leaders and role models for patients and for the general public. Besides, the active learning methods used 
in this project can be further extended to other healthy lifestyle interventions, such as counseling on diet and physical 
activity, to lessen the heavy burden of non-communicable diseases in these countries”.
 

AUA SPH will be collaborating with the Yerevan State Medical University to bring medical education innovation 
through the implementation of simulation methods such as “standardized patients” (actors) for the first time in 
Armenia.  In September, Dr. Narine Movsisyan of the AUA SPH and Dr. Ondrej Sochor of St. Anne’s Hospital 
traveled to Geneva to meet their Swiss colleagues and observe the training session with “standardized patients” at the 
Geneva University Hospital. Dr. Movisyan explains:  “The training course is based on contemporary approaches in 
medical education that emphasize acquisition of practical skills. Active learning methods are not yet an integral part 
of the medical education in Armenia and this project provides a unique opportunity to use innovative methods in 
medical education in Armenia on the example of a smoking cessation course for medical residents.”  
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AUA School of Public Health Starts a Collaborative Project with University 

of Geneva in Switzerland and St. Anne’s Hospital in Brno, Czech Republic 

AUA School of Public Health Receives Global Recognition for Tobacco 
Dependence Treatment 

AUA SPH is one of 19 organizations worldwide selected to receive a financial 
award to expand the work in the field of tobacco dependence treatment. The 
grant, presented by Global Bridges Healthcare Alliance for Tobacco 
Dependence Treatment, hosted by Mayo Clinic, and Pfizer Independent 
Grants for Learning & Change (IGLC), is part of $2.3 million in awards to 
support healthcare professional training and advocacy around the world. 
Global Bridges Chair and Director of the Mayo Clinic Nicotine Dependence 
Center Taylor Hays, M.D., sees the grants as just the beginning. “These 
grants are seeds that are being planted in countries where there are no or 
little resources to do this type of work. Our hope is that it will grow from

there.” The AUA SPH will design, implement and evaluate the first evidence-based smoking cessation training 
program for primary healthcare providers in Armenia. 
 

The awards complement existing work in tobacco control and represent the first major funding in the area of tobacco 
dependence treatment in low- and middle-income countries, a need outlined in Article 14 of the World Health 
Organization (WHO) Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC). Armenia was one of the first countries 
ratifying WHO FCTC in 2004. 
 

According to Richard Hurt, M.D., Emeritus Director of the Mayo Clinic Nicotine Dependence Center, the work that 
the AUA SPH is doing in tobacco dependence treatment is part of a comprehensive tobacco control strategy that is 
necessary to reduce premature death, illness and economic loss. WHO FCTC states: “The promotion of tobacco 
cessation and treatment of tobacco dependence are key components of a comprehensive, integrated tobacco control 
program. Support for tobacco users in their cessation efforts and successful treatment of their tobacco dependence 
will reinforce other tobacco control policies, by increasing social support for them and increasing their acceptability.”  

Dr. Arusyak Harutyunyan with staff from Global Bridges 
and European Partnership
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Winter - Spring 2010

LATEST NEWS 

MPH ALUMNI SUCCESSES

Summer - Fall  2011

Dr. Lilit Khachatryan, MD, 
MPH (AUA MPH 2009), has 
published an article in the 
Journal of Contemporary 
Medical Education. Journal 
of Contemporary Medical 
E d u c a t i o n  i s  a  p e e r -
r e v i e w e d ,  q u a r t e r l y  
publication dedicated to 
virtually all fields of medical 
educat ion and re lated 
technologies,  methods, 
equipment, educational 
course and organization.

Dr. Arin A. Balalian, MD, MPH 
(AUA MPH 2011) and his co-
a u t h o r s  H a m b a r d z u m
Simonyan MD, Kim Hekimian 
PhD and Byron Crape PhD, 
have published an article in the 
journal Human Resources for 
Health. Human Resources for 
Health is an internationally 
ranked peer-reviewed journal 
f o c u s i n g  o n  p l a n n i n g ,
production, management and 
governance of human resources for health, particularly in 
low- and middle-income countries.
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Dr. Varduhi Petrosyan, Associate Dean of the AUA School of Public Health, was 
invited to the Annual Ramazzini Days 2014 to receive the Ramazzini Medal for 
becoming an honorable member of the Collegium Ramazzini and to present the 
work of the AUA School of Public Health. Every year, the Collegium Ramazzini 
organizes the Annual Ramazzini Days in Carpi, Italy and a pre-Ramazzini Days 
scientific events in Rome, Italy. On October 24, 2014, during the Council of Fellows 
the Mayor of Carpi Alberto Bellelli, President of the Collegium Ramazzini Philip J. 
Landrigan and General Secretary Morando Soffritti awarded Dr. Petrosyan with the 
Ramazzini Medal.

Dr. Philip J. Landrigan, Dr. Varduhi 
Petrosyan, Mr. Alberto Bellelli,

and Dr. Morando Soffritti  

 Minister of Health Dr. Armen Muradyan 
and Dr. Haroutune Armenian 

Dr. Haroutune Armenian had a new exhibition titled “Colors from Armenia and 
Beyond” at the Akian Art Gallery of the American University of Armenia. Dr. 
Armenian’s exhibit at AUA seeked to showcase his unique perspective and tell the 
story of his many journeys through countries such as the United States, Armenia, 
Japan, Kuwait, Ukraine, Peru and many more. “In all of these paintings we glimpse 
the world through their creator’s eyes, but most of all we witness the serene wonder 
of his own interior landscape,” says Dr. Ann Van Dijk of the Northern Illinois 
University School of Art.  Proceeds from the sale of artwork were donated to AUA, 
namely to benefit the graduate students of the AUA School of Public Health. 

PUBLIC HEALTH SEMINAR SERIES
On July 7, 2014, AUA SPH in collaboration with the National Competitiveness 
Foundation of Armenia, organized a Public Health Seminar with Shant 
Shekherdimian, MD, MPH. Dr. Shekherdimian gave a presentation titled 
“Healthcare in Armenia: Identifying Needs and Defining the Role of the Diaspora.” 
He described the current status of the health system performance in Armenia, 
identified the main challenges, and suggested how health professionals from the 
diaspora could contribute to the health system performance improvements in a more 
systematic way to lead to sustainable improvements.

On October 9, 2014, AUA SPH organized a Public Health Seminar with Dr. David 
Wegman. Dr. Wegman gave a presentation on “Challenges for Occupational 
Epidemiology in the 21st Century”. Public health students, alumni, faculty, 
researchers, and other guests were present during the seminar. Following Dr. 
Wegman’s presentation, the audience asked questions and commented on the 
situation in Armenia regarding Occupational Epidemiology.

On September 22, 2014, AUA SPH organized a Public Health Seminar with Dr. 
Airazat M. Kazaryan, MD, PhD. Dr. Kazaryan gave a presentation on “Surgical Safety 
Protocol: Norwegian Experience”. Dr. Kazaryan presented the history of the 
development of the World Health Organization’s (WHO) surgical safety checklist 
and shared the experience introducing the checklist in Norway.
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