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Dr Zeena Salman is a paediatric oncologist
whose work focuses on the intersection of
paediatric cancer, global health, and refugee
health. Dr Salman obtained her MPH at Johns
Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health,
with a focus on refugee and international
health, and completed her training in paediatric
cancer at Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer
Centre in New York City.

Dr Salman’s work most notably includes serving
as the medical adviser on the building of the
first and only paediatric cancer department in
the Gaza Strip. She has conducted paediatric
care and research for children in Sudan and
Morocco, Syrian and Palestinian refugees in the
camps of Lebanon and Jordan, and medical
evacuation efforts of cancer patients in conflict
zones in Ukraine, through St Jude’s SAFER
initiative, and Gaza, through various non-profits
and St Jude’s Gaza initiative. Notably, she has
worked for the past decade on capacity-
building in Palestine through the WHO, the
World Bank, and St Jude Children’s Research
Hospital. She recently co-founded the non-
profit HEAL Palestine, whose vision is a holistic
approach to the children of Palestine. Her
vision is for global equity in cancer care for
every child, regardless of where they are born.
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On Relationships that Influenced My Career

Strong women have been a guiding force in every step of my
career. In residency, Dr Kimberly Dunsmore and Dr Susan
Alisanski exemplified what it meant to persevere as women
in paediatric oncology. They offered not just guidance but a
kind of mentorship | didn’t yet know | needed. Their
influence taught me the responsibility of lifting others as |
climbed—a lesson I've carried forward in mentoring many
over the past 15 years.

Soon after, | learned about Dr Sima Jeha, a physician who
seamlessly balanced clinical practice at home with capacity-
building across the Eastern Mediterranean. She was proof
that one could shape healthcare on a global scale. It was
years before | had the honour of working alongside her, but
her influence shapes me every day.

And then, the mothers. In refugee camps, in Ukraine and in
Gaza, | have seen women summon unimaginable strength for
their children. Their resilience is a force more powerful than
war, than displacement, than illness. They remind me why
this work must continue. If they can endure, we can and
must stand beside them.

On Challenges and Overcoming Them

Transitioning ten years ago from a high-resource hospital
setting in New York City to working in a country with
minimal paediatric oncology resources like Palestine was one
of the most profound challenges of my career. The shift was
stark—what had once been readily available to provide my
patients the care they needed and deserved became a daily
struggle to deliver even the most basic care. | had to rethink
not just how | practised medicine, but how to bridge critical
resource gaps. The greatest lesson came from those around
me—colleagues who had spent their entire careers
innovating in the face of scarcity. | learned to adapt, to
problem-solve with what was at hand, and to channel my
frustration into positive action.

Another challenge has been working in the highly politicised
environment of Palestine, particularly in the Gaza Strip.
While my focus has never been politics, the devastating
impact of conflict on my ability to provide care for sick
children with cancer infiltrated all aspects of my work,
including delayed permits for patients to travel for
treatment, the lack of medications, restricted movement of
patients and healthcare providers, and even the bombing in
2023 of the Cancer Department that | helped to build. Yet, |
have learned to navigate these complexities by keeping one
goal in mind: equity in care for children regardless of politics.
| have built networks, found alternative pathways, and
advocated relentlessly for my patients and colleagues.

Both experiences have shaped me as a caregiver and
humanitarian. They have taught me resilience, adaptability,

eand the power of collective problem-solving. Most of all,
they have reinforced that, even in the most difficult
circumstances, there is always a way forward.

On Balancing Career and Other Life

Responsibilities

I've found balance by knowing when to integrate work into
my life and when to keep them separate. | have two young
children: Layla is seven and Waseem is two, and sometimes
they see me working after hours, so it's important they
understand what | do. If I'm on my phone or computer at
home, | want them to see it for what it is: helping vulnerable
children. | might tell the story of a child I'm helping or explain
a medical evacuation so they know, “Mama is helping kids.”

At the same time, I've learned the value of full separation of
work and home. There are moments that belong entirely to
my family, where work fades into the background. Being
fully present, without distractions, makes those moments
more meaningful. Striking that balance isn't always easy, but
it's necessary.

My Words of Wisdom for the Next
Generation of Female Leaders

At 25, | wanted to change everything all at once. But real
impact—especially in paediatric oncology—takes time. You
begin as one person with ideas and passion, but lasting
change happens when those ideas build into a system, a
community, a movement. It's frustrating when things don’t
shift immediately, but the most meaningful progress is often
invisible at first. You might not see the full impact of your
work today, but the ripples will reach generations.

To young professionals: Be patient. Keep pushing forward,
even when it feels slow. Every case you take on, every family
you support, every programme you help build is part of
something larger than yourself. The field needs your
dedication, but it also needs your resilience. Change happens
—just not always on your timeline. Don't give up.
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