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History of the Health Activist Dinner 

The Health Activist Dinner traces its roots to the Physicians Forum, which was established in 1939. The Physicians Forum 

had a long history of progressive positions and activities. It was the first physicians' organization to propose a national 

comprehensive healthcare system for the United States that would be government-sponsored and government-

guaranteed. 

The Physicians Forum was continuously involved in the fight for full rights for African-American physicians and other 

minority health workers. In the 1950s and early 1960s, it advocated for an end to the discrimination practiced by the 

American Medical Association and other healthcare institutions. Its leaders were instrumental in establishing the Medical 

Committee for Human Rights and Physicians for Social Responsibility. 

In the international arena, the Physicians Forum opposed the Vietnam War and U.S. government support of right-wing 

insurgencies in Central America. Its members played leadership roles in many healthcare-support activities for health 

workers in Cuba, Chile, Nicaragua, and other countries. In the 1970s and 1980s, its members were involved in drafting 

much of Senator Edward Kennedy's health care legislation as well as the National Health Service Act of Congressman Ron 

Dellums. Its members helped to establish Physicians for a National Health Program. 

In 1984, the Physicians Forum developed a national award (The Paul Cornely Award) and an international award (The 

Edward Barsky Award) presented to individuals embodying the Forum's ideals. In 2002, it established the Paul Wellstone 

Award for a legislator who embodied Senator Wellstone's ideals and arranged for the American Medical Student 

Association to present its annual Paul Ambrose Outstanding Student Activist Award. 

During the 1990s, The Physicians Forum evolved into what is now the Health Activist Dinner, engaging a broader 

spectrum of public health and healthcare workers and students to meet, share information, and provide mutual support 

with the goal of promoting health, peace, and social justice. 

 

WELCOME 

 

AWARDS 

Paul Ambrose Outstanding Student Activist - Christine Olagun-Samuel 

Edward Barsky Award - Myanmar’s Spring Revolutionary Health Cadres and   

Ministry of Health National Unity Government, Dr. Zaw Wai Soe 

Paul Cornely Award - Michael E. Bird, MSW, MPH   

Paul Wellstone Award - U.S. Representative Ilhan Omar (IN ABSENTIA)  

 

Keynote Speaker – William D. Hartung 

 

ANNOUNCEMENTS 



The Paul Ambrose Outstanding Student Activist Award 

The American Medical Student Association (AMSA) has its roots grounded in activism. AMSA has a long history of focusing on major 

issues from social justice to health care reform and supporting core values, such as respect for the cultures of indigenous populations. 

Since taking a stand in 1967 against the policies of its former parent organization (the American Medical Association) on socio-

medical issues, such as civil rights, universal health care, and the Vietnam War, AMSA has been consistently fostering strong activists 

in the medical community. 

Paul Ambrose, to whose memory this award is dedicated, was one of AMSA's most prominent and accomplished national leaders. 

While in medical school in his native West Virginia, Paul became deeply engaged in the work of AMSA. In 1995, he became AMSA's 

Legislative Affairs Director, a full-time student office fellow position. He created the AMSA Political Leadership Institute, later renamed 

the Paul Ambrose Health Care for All Leadership Institute, which teaches health policy and advocacy skills to medical students. Paul 

was a trailblazing activist, committed to creating positive change and opportunities. 

Paul Ambrose was esteemed among his AMSA colleagues. He continued work on health policy during his family medicine residency at 

Dartmouth Medical School, working with a diverse group including former Surgeon General C. Everett Koop. Following residency, he 

earned a Master of Public Health degree from the Harvard School of Public Health and then became a Luther Terry Fellow with the 

Association of Teachers of Preventive Medicine. He then worked for the Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion in the 

Department of Health and Human Services, serving under Surgeon General David Satcher on developing the "call to action" on 

obesity and the Healthy People 2010 initiative. 

Paul died on September 11, 2001, aboard American Airlines Flight 77. 

 

Tania Christine Olagun-Samuel - Paul Ambrose Outstanding Student Activist 

 

Christine Olagun-Samuel is a 4th-year medical student at NYU Grossman School of Medicine, currently completing a 

research year and a Master’s in Clinical and Translational Science. She graduated from the University of Pennsylvania in 

2020 with a BA in Health and Societies. At Penn, Christine was an avid writer and reporter for the school newspaper, 

developed public health education programming in West Philadelphia focused on lead poisoning, and founded a 

magazine highlighting the experiences of minority students at Penn. Additionally, she spent time interning at the CDC as 

a Public Health Leadership Fellow investigating the role of stigma in tuberculosis dissemination. She also spent time 

working at the Leonard Davis Institute for Health Economics to research thematic discrepancies between the pain 

management experiences of black cancer patients and white cancer patients and the role of psychosocial stress in the 

outcomes of ESRD patients at the Philadelphia VA.  

After graduating, she spent part of her gap year as a Fulbright Research student in Johannesburg, studying the impact of 

apartheid policies on the structure of the current healthcare system in South Africa. At NYU Grossman School of 

Medicine, she has continued to explore her interests in health policy, addressing healthcare disparities and research. She 

has served as the research coordinator at the NYC Free Clinic and currently sits on her school’s Humanities and Bioethics 

Committee. Her research now focuses on developing evidence-based community education programming. In her second 

year of medical school, she co-founded The SHEA Project: Salons for Health Education and Access, a comprehensive 

community health education program for Black Women focused on reproductive, dermatologic, and mental health based 



in Harlem Beauty Salons. She currently sits on the student advisory board for Visual Dx, where she collaborates to help 

provide free clinics with useful tools for diagnosing conditions in skin of color. She is passionate about using health 

literacy and advocacy to bridge healthcare gaps in underserved communities. She is also a WINN CIPP Scholar, working 

on integrating community health workers on clinical trials research teams to increase access to clinical trials for 

minoritized patients and ensure that clinical trials are representative of patient populations.  

 

 

The Edward Barsky Award 

Edward K. Barsky (1897-1975) was a physician and political activist. He attended the City College of New York and 

graduated from the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Columbia University. He served an internship at Beth Israel 

Hospital in New York and, in 1931, joined the medical staff there as a surgeon. 

In 1937, Dr. Barsky led a group of anti-fascist American medical volunteers, part of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, during 

the Spanish Civil War. They served with the Republican Medical Service, defending democracy in this early confrontation 

of World War II. 

After the defeat of the Spanish Republic, Dr. Barsky chaired the Joint Anti-Fascist Refugee Committee, an organization 

that raised funds to aid Spanish refugees. In this role, he lobbied the United States government on behalf of the deposed 

Republican government in Spain. During the McCarthy era of the early 1950s, Dr. Barsky was charged with contempt of 

Congress for refusing to turn over its financial records to the House Un-American Activities Committee; he was sentenced 

to 6 months in prison. Following his release, the New York Board of Regents moved to temporarily suspend his license to 

practice medicine, a decision that was appealed to and upheld by the U.S. Supreme Court. 

Dr. Barsky was committed to progressive causes throughout his life. In 1952, he worked on behalf of the American Labor 

Party and its presidential candidate, Vincent Hallihan. During the 1960s, Dr. Barsky was active with the Medical 

Committee for Human Rights, which provided emergency medical services in the South for volunteers active in the civil 

rights and peace movements. He was also affiliated with the New York labor movement, working for many years as a 

physician for members of District Council 65 of the Retail, Wholesale & Department Store Union of the AFL-CIO. 

In 1967, the Veterans of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade marked its 30th anniversary with a tribute honoring Dr. Barsky and 

his achievements on behalf of the Spanish Republic. 

Myanmar’s Spring Revolutionary Health Cadres and Ministry of Health National 

Unity Government, Dr. Zaw Wai Soe– Barsky Award 

 
The political turmoil and armed conflicts following the 2021 military coup in Myanmar (Burma) resulted in the collapse of 

the country’s health systems, especially in conflict-affected areas. Healthcare workers participated in the Civil 

Disobedience Movement (CDM) to bravely resist the coup, resulting in targeted attacks by the junta. The CDM healthcare 



workers and community-based organizations, overseen by the Ministry of Health of the Myanmar National Unity 

Government, have innovated community-led health systems to provide essential care for conflict-affected populations 

despite life-threatening challenges. 

Dr Zaw Wai Soe is an orthopaedic surgeon and Professor who currently serves as the Union Minister for the Ministry of 

Health and the Ministry of Education appointed by the National Unity Government of Myanmar. He is the founder of the 

Spine Surgery and Emergency Medicine in Myanmar. In addition to this, he acts as the main taskforce leader for 

reforming sixteen medical related universities in Myanmar. He is the former Rector of University of Medicine -1 and 

served as the chairman of the Myanmar Rector’s Committee till February 2021. 

He played a leading role in Myanmar’s COVID-19 fight as the vice chair of COVID-19 Contain, Control and Treating 

Coordination Committee. Professor Dr Zaw Wai Soe graduated with M.B.B.S from University of Medicine 2, Yangon in 

1986. Afterwards he served as a civil assistant surgeon for three years in Myingan District Hospital. After coming back 

from the United Kingdom in 2000, he worked in the Orthopaedic Department of Yangon General Hospital, Yangon 

Orthopaedic Hospital and was appointed as Rector of the University of Medicine 2, Yangon in 2014. 

On 20 May 2015, Zaw was appointed as Rector of the University of Medicine 1, Yangon. He is one of the key founders of 

spine Surgery and Emergency Medicine in Myanmar. In 2019, he became the chairman of the Myanmar Rectors’ 

Committee. In 2020, he played a leading role in Yangon’s COVID-19 fight and became the vice chair of Yangon Region 

COVID-19 Contain, Control and Treating Coordination Committee. On 10 February 2021, in the aftermath of the 2021 

Myanmar coup d’état, he was detained for two hours and questioned about his role in the movement. 

On 2 March 2021, he was appointed by the Committee Representing Pyidaungsu Hluttaw as the acting Union Minister 

for the Ministry of Labour, Immigration and Population, the Ministry of Education, and the Ministry of Health and Sports 

in its cabinet. On 16 April 2021, he was appointed by the National Unity Government of Myanmar as the Union Minister 

for the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Education. 

 

 

The Paul Cornely Award 

Paul Cornely (1906-2002) was a civil rights leader and public health pioneer. He received his Bachelor of Arts degree from 

the University of Michigan in 1928, his Doctor of Medicine degree there in 1931, and his Doctorate in Public Health there 

in 1934. He was one of four African-American students in his medical school class. 

After completing an internship at Lincoln Hospital in Durham, NC, he joined the faculty at the Howard University College 

of Medicine in the departments of bacteriology, preventive medicine, and public health. In this and other roles, he was a 

teacher, researcher, and advocate. For 11 years, he served as medical director of the Freedmen's Hospital of Howard 

University and later chaired its Division of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation. He was the founding president of the 

District of Columbia Public Health Association. 

Dr. Cornely fought against racism in many ways. He focused much of his work on desegregating health-care facilities. He 

actively opposed the segregationist policies of the American Medical Association. He helped to establish the Medical 

Committee for Human Rights. He advocated for the federal government to comprehensively address the nation's social, 

economic, and health problems. He promoted racial sensitivity toward patients by physicians. And he advocated for 

government-financed healthcare. His activities were not limited to the United States; he was active in struggles to end 

ethnic and racial discrimination globally. 

Dr. Cornely was the first African-American to earn a Doctorate in Public Health, the first African-American to serve as 

president of Physicians Forum, and the first African-American to serve as president of the American Public Health 

Association (APHA) and to chair its Medical Care Section. He received the Sedgwick Memorial Medal from APHA, its 

highest honor. He was a founding member of the APHA Black Caucus of Health Workers. The University of Michigan 



School of Public Health honored him by establishing the Cornely Postdoctoral Program for Ph.D.-level scholars to conduct 

research on the elimination of racial and ethnic health disparities. 

Michael E. Bird, MSW, MPH– Cornely Award 

 

Michael E. Bird is a Kewa Pueblo Indian from New Mexico. He is the first American Indian and social worker to serve as 

President (2000-2001) of the American Public Health Association in the organization’s history.  

Mr. Bird has more than 30 years of public health experience with Native American populations. He served in various 

capacities with the USPHS Indian Health Service for 20 years. He was Executive Director of the National Native American 

AIDS Prevention Center and was the first Native member of the National Policy Council at AARP, where he served for six 

years. Mr. Bird continues since 2007 as a member of the Health Advisory Committee for the National Collaborating 

Centre for Aboriginal Health in Canada. He has been a member of the Lancet Commission on Public Policy and Health in 

the US since 2018. He serves on the University of Minnesota School of Nursing Board of Visitors, and the University of 

California, Berkeley School of Public Health Dean’s Advisory Board. 

Mr. Bird earned a master’s degree in Social Work from the University of Utah, and a master’s degree in Public Health at 

the University of California, Berkeley. In 2018 he was recognized by the University of California, Berkeley School of Public 

Health as one of 75 Most Influential Alumni in the 75-year history of the School of Public Health. In 2022 he was 

recognized as a Distinguished Alumnus by the University of Utah.  

 

 

The Paul Wellstone Award 

Paul Wellstone (1944-2002) was a United States Senator from Minnesota and a national leader in advocating for 

progressive causes. He focused mainly on issues related to labor, health care, the environment, domestic violence, and 

peace. 

Paul Wellstone earned his Bachelor of Arts degree and his Ph.D. in Political Science from the University of North Carolina. 

For the next 21 years, he served on the faculty of Carleton College, during which time he was also a community organizer 

for disenfranchised people. 

In 1990, he was elected to the Senate, where for the next 12 years he championed many progressive causes: making 

health care more accessible and affordable, enabling workers to take time off from work to care for their families without 

losing their jobs, raising the minimum wage, protecting seniors' pension funds, preventing oil drilling in the Arctic 

National Wildlife Refuge, promoting campaign finance reform, gaining compensation for "atomic veterans" who suffered 

from radiation exposure during military service, and preventing violence against women. 



Senator Wellstone co-sponsored historic legislation to prevent international sex trafficking of women and girls, which 

established penalties for those who enslave and traffic in persons. He opposed the Persian Gulf War and, in the months 

before his death, spoke out against the George W. Bush administration's plans to attack Iraq. 

Senator Wellstone received recognition and tributes from the Physicians Forum and spoke at its dinners on several 

occasions. 

In 2002, in the midst of his campaign for a third term, Senator Wellstone, his wife, their daughter, and five others were 

killed in a plane crash in northern Minnesota. Their sons, David and Mark Wellstone, established in their memory 

Wellstone Action, a nonprofit organization dedicated to progressive social change. Its major areas of activity are political 

education, organizing, and prevention of domestic violence. 

Rep. Ilhan Omar (IN ABSENTIA) - Paul Wellstone Award 

 

Rep. Ilhan Omar represents Minnesota's 5th Congressional District in the U.S. House of Representatives, which includes 

Minneapolis and surrounding suburbs. 

An experienced Twin Cities policy analyst, organizer, public speaker and advocate, Rep. Omar was sworn into office in 

January 2019, making her the first African refugee to become a Member of Congress, the first woman of color to 

represent Minnesota, and one of the first two Muslim-American women elected to Congress. 

As a legislator, Rep. Omar is committed to fighting for the shared values of the 5th District, values that put people at the 

center of our democracy. She plans to focus on tackling many of the issues that she hears about most from her 

constituents, like investing in education and freeing students from the shackles of debt; ensuring a fair wage for a hard 

day's work; creating a just immigration system and tackling the existential threat of climate change. 

Rep. Omar also plans to resist attempts to divide us and push destructive policies that chip away at our rights and 

freedoms—and to build a more inclusive and compassionate culture, one that will allow our economy to flourish and 

encourage more Americans to participate in our democracy. 

Born in Somalia, Rep. Omar and her family fled the country's civil war when she was eight. The family spent four years in 

a refugee camp in Kenya before coming to the United States in 1990s. In 1997, she moved to Minneapolis with her 

family. As a teenager, Rep. Omar's grandfather inspired her to get involved in politics. Before running for office, she 

worked as a community educator at the University of Minnesota, was a Policy Fellow at the Humphrey School of Public 

Affairs and served as a Senior Policy Aide for the Minneapolis City Council. 

Rep. Omar is the Vice-Ranking Member of the House Budget Committee. She also serves on the House Education and 

Workforce Committee, where she is a member of the Subcommittee on Workforce Protections and Subcommittee 

on Health, Employment, Labor, Pensions (HELP). She is the Deputy Chair of the Congressional Progressive Caucus and 

Vice Chair of Medicare For All Caucus.  

 

https://edlabor.house.gov/subcommittees/higher-education-and-workforce-investment-subcommittee


Keynote Speaker: William D. Hartung 

 

William D. Hartung is a Senior Research Fellow at the Quincy Institute for Responsible Statecraft. Bill focuses on the arms 

industry and US military budget. He was previously the director of the Arms and Security Program at the Center for 

International Policy and the co-director of the Center’s Sustainable Defense Task Force. Among his many publications Bill 

is the author of Prophets of War: Lockheed Martin and the Making of the Military-Industrial Complex (Nation Books, 

2011) and the co-editor, with Miriam Pemberton, of Lessons from Iraq: Avoiding the Next War (Paradigm Press, 

2008).  Bill's articles on security issues have appeared in major news outlets and he has been a featured expert on 

national security issues on CBS 60 Minutes, NBC Nightly News, the PBS Newshour, CNN, Fox News, and scores of local, 

regional, and international TV and radio outlets. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

PREVIOUS RECEIPIENTS 
AMBROSE AWARD 

 

• Marce Abare 

• Victor A. Carmen-Lopez 

• Sonia Lazreg 

• David Marcus 

• H. Matthew Moy 

• Chukwuemeka ("Ike") 
Nwokike 

• Kristen Pallok 

• Mattie Renn 

• Collin Schenk 

• Kiana Taba 

• Lawren Wooten 

• Cole Zanetti 

• Sarah Ziegenhorn 

• Tania Kazi 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

PREVIOUS RECEIPIENTS 
BARSKY AWARD 
 

• The African National 
Congress 

• Paula Braveman 

• Linnea Capps 

• Charles Clements 

• Committee of Interns and 
Residents (CIR) 

• Mardge Cohen 

• Sergio Del Valle 

• Daniel Ellsberg 

• Robert Evans 

• Paul Farmer 

• Richard Garfield 

• Rita Giacaman 

• Stephen Gloyd 

• Douglas Gwatidzo 

• Ira Helfand 

• David Himmelstein 

• Yolanda Huet-Vaughn 

• Jewish Voice for Peace 
Health Advisory Council 

• Stephen Joseph 

• Aisha Jumaan 

• C. William Keck 

• Gerald Keusch 

• Riyadh Lafta 

• Michael Marmot 

• Herbert Needleman 

• Stella Nyanzi 

• William Obrinsky 

• Les Roberts 

• Milton Roemer 

• Leonard Rubenstein 

• Zaher Sahloul 

• Ellen Silbergeld 

• Susannah Sirkin 

• Milton Terris 

• Union of Palestinian 
Medical Relief 
Committees 

• Stephanie Woolhandler 

• Zimbabwe Association of 
Doctors for Human Rights 

• John Kahler 
 

PREVIOUS RECEIPIENTS 
CORNELY AWARD 
 

• Marilyn Aguirre-Molina 

• Mary T. Bassett 

• Robert Bullard 

• Arthur Chen 

• Andrew Coates 

• Jocelyn Elders 

• Claudia Fegan 

• Oliver Fein 

• Margaret Flowers 

• Chandra Ford 

• Gilbert Gee 

• Jack Geiger 

• Monique Harden 

• Ruth Heifetz 

• Ebony Hilton 

• John Holloman 

• Camara Jones 

• Nancy Krieger 

• Dennis Kucinich 

• Walter Lear 

• Joanne Lukomnik 

• L. Toni Lewis 

• Linda Rae Murray 

• Clara Luz Navarro 

• Michelle Morse 

• Peter Orris 

• Kathleen Rest 

• Dennis Rivera 

• David Satcher 

• Ellen Shaffer 

• Joshua Sharfstein 

• Aaron Shirley 

• Victor Sidel 

• Brian Smedley 

• Ala Stanford 

• Adewale Troutman 

• Connie Tucker 

• Nathalie Walker 

• Sarah Shannon 

PREVIOUS RECEIPIENTS 
WELLSTONE AWARD 

 

• Xavier Becerra 

• Cori Bush 

• John Conyers 

• Barney Frank 

• Richard 
Gottfried 

• Pramila Jayapal 

• Edward 
Kennedy 

• Sheila Kuehl 

• Barbara Lee 

• John Lewis 

• Eric Massa 

• Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez 

• Ayanna 
Pressley 

• Bernie Sanders 
(Twice) 

• Elizabeth 
Warren 

• Stacey Abrams 
 

 

 


