
Peru Summer 2019 – Jonathan Avendano 
 

This summer, with the help of DUCIGS, I was able to go to Peru to do research in 
anticipation of my bass connections project this upcoming school year. Our team, 
Environmental Epidemiology in Latin America, spent about two and a half weeks together 
across different places in Peru. Getting to Peru was a whirlwind for me because of some 
passport issues, but in the end (and about a week later than I intended) I arrived safely and got 
right to work.  
 

While in Peru, our team had two main objectives, in two vastly different regions of the 
country. The first was to visit rural health outposts in the Amazonian region of northern Peru in 
two small town called Tarapoto and Soritor. In Peru, they call this region “la selva” – which 
means “the jungle” in Spanish. The region is filled with breath taking views of the rain forest 
and mountains. La selva is one of the poorest regions in the country, and endemic to several 
tropical vector-borne diseases. While there, we stepped into the daily lives of health officials to 
see first-hand the troubles and obstacles faced by both public health organizations and the 
people they were serving. Some of our daily activities included accompanying door-to-door 
dengue checks, visiting malarial screening labs, and following reported cases of leishmaniasis in 
dogs. Ultimately the main objective of this part of the trip was to retrieve blood slides of 
patients that screened positive for malaria under the microscope and bring these samples back 
to Duke for sequencing. Using these slides, we hope to both provide a proof of concept for 
further retrieval and analyze the genetic diversity of the plasmodium parasites in the region. 
 
 The second part of our trip was based in Lima, the metropolitan capital of Peru. Here, 
we did some of the same kinds of activities in a more urban setting (yet still in the poorest parts 
of the city), especially tuberculosis. However, our main project was to facilitate a conference on 
leishmaniasis research that our project supervisor was heading up. Over a few days, researchers 
from Peru and the United States met up to discuss leishmaniasis and form an action plan for 
furthering research on this neglected tropical disease.  
 
 This trip was especially meaningful to me because it was the first time I had ever been 
to Latin America. Both of my parents are immigrants from Venezuela; and after growing up 
hearing stories about what life was like “back home” in South America, I finally got to 
experience it for myself. The people in Peru are a lot quieter than most of the Hispanics I know, 
but they are just as welcoming and warm-hearted. Although neither of my parents are 
Peruvian, I was still able to get a taste of their culture in Peru regardless. With the recent 
political and humanitarian crisis in their home country, thousands of Venezuelans have found 
their way into Peru in the last few years. My father was born in Venezuela, and my mother 
grew up there as well, so seeing Venezuelans leave their country seeking a better life elsewhere 
reminded me a lot of my own family and the things that we have gone through here in the 
United States.  
 

Peruvians, however, do not usually receive Venezuelans with the same enthusiasm that 
I did. The recent influx of immigrants from Venezuela into Peru has been a hot political issue in 



the country recently. The migration of Venezuelans has had significant impacts on public health 
and disease transition, including new strains of diseases that were not endemic to the region 
coming into the fold, as well as the economy and job availability. It was difficult for me to see 
how my family’s people were treated, but it nonetheless reminded of the exact same biases we 
have of immigrants here in the United States as well. 

 
 My time in Peru this summer was both academically relevant and personally significant. 
It was both exciting and fun as well as emotionally and academically taxing, but all in all one of 
the most enriching experiences I have had to date, and I will always remember the time I spent 
in this beautiful country. 


