Notes from our NID trip 17-25 Nov. 2004

Dear team:

Here are my personal notes from our trip. They’re very sketchy in some places, but they may help jog your memory or put your photos in context. I’ve done my best to get the correct spellings of places, names, projects, etc. But bear in mind that in addition to dealing with an overload of information, we are working with multiple spellings for places.

17 Nov.

afternoon – Directorate of Public Health and Preventative Medicine
C’s Notes from our conference with:

Dr. S. Murugan, Director of Public Health and Preventive Medicine for the government of Tamil Nadu,

Dr. K. Subramani, Joint Director of Immunisation for the gov. of Tamil Nadu,

Dr. K. Surendra, Sureillance Medical Officer for the National Polio Surveillance Project of the WHO and government of India 

(Add’l note – our meeting was videotaped by Terry Lowe, independent filmmaker working on a documentary about humanitarian aid, peace, and polio eradication in Tamil Nadu in hopes that the film will be broadcast by the CBC.) – 

This facility is responsible for handling measles, malaria and tuberculosis, as well as polio, in the Chennai area.

They have made great strides in the area of polio arrestation (not really polio eradication – goal is to stop children from contracting polio, even if the virus is not be wiped out), and have had only one case of polio in the past few years.

High risk areas for polio – slums, border areas, new settlements (immigrant workers), remote areas, polio case-reported areas, areas with poor surveillance.  Diligence in immunization is particularly needed because of the high birth rate.

The Chief Minister (whose picture is on billboards, etc.) has initiated a huge campaign to educate families to have their children immunized.  Public awareness is increased through billboards, posters, danglers, banners, education, etc.

Why program is called Pulse Polio – Vaccine is given to the population at regular intervals, the way a pulse beats (instead of continually providing the vaccine to a few people each day).

Next stop: Rotary Centre in the Air India building

Presentation by Dr. Raja Meenakshi, People’s Project Coordinator, Pulse Polio Immunisation Programme covering the city of Chennai.  (Powerpoint presentation included slides of statistics and a logo for kicking polio out of India.)

The District Familiy Welfare Medical Ofice of Pulse Polio (government) works hand-in-hand) with Rotarians.  Chennai has a population of 4.8 million.  The city is divided into 10 zones, each with 10-12 health posts, and a total of 1126 polio booths.  

Reasons number of cases of polio are being reduced in the Chennai area – sanitation is getting better and there is slightly less crowding.

Additional speeches – 

Responsibitities of Rotary clubs in the immunization program:

Vaccine procurement

Publicity

Banner and poster printing

Mobilization

Food

Other groups are responsible for telecasts and broadcasts. The railway department hosts booths at train stations for 2-4 days per each NID.  These booths have a minimum of four people – 1 to give drops, 1 to put purple marking on finger, record keeper and 1 to gather children

Dr. CSR on the history of Rotary’s involvement in the project – 

Rotary made the vaccine available to the people of India.

Initially, there was resistance to immunization by the fathers. While Rotarians and health workers could educate mothers about the program, fathers were at work and weren’t available to be educated.  Rotary asked the most popular film stars to create a film about polio immunization.  The beautiful actress, Menorama, idolized by the men, convinced the male population to have their children immunized, and for a while the vaccine became known as “Menorama drops.” The actor, Rajnikanth, also played a large part in the film.

The next challenge to overcome was resistance because of religious differences and fear of sterilization. Rotary’s personal contacts helped break through barriers and educate people about the safety of the vaccine.

The next step was to educate unmarried women.  The girls were taught that after they were married and had children, first the babies were to be given “the drops,” then milk.  After the girls got married, they insisted that their children be immunized, even to the point that they would stand up to any resistance from their husbands.

Finally, they began to educate teachers. They ran seminars on other subjects and worked in education about polio eradication.  They talked about the success in the U.S. and how it was polio free to convince teachers of the importance of the project.

In addition to cultural challenges, Rotary, WHO, UNICEF and the government solved other problems.  In India’s hot climate, some of the vaccine was spoiling as it sat in the sun.  They couldn’t tell if the vaccine was getting overheated (and therefore, becoming useless), so a special vial was invented that had a border that changed color if the vaccine got warm. Those administering the drops were taught to keep the vaccine in the cooler or in a cup of ice and to check the color of the vial before administering a dose.  In each batch, one vial of vaccine is sent back to the lab to make sure it’s still potent.

Still, they work to overcome challenge of transient laborers who change locations and geographic areas that are inaccessible during the monsoon season.  Rotary has responded to all these challenges by providing more hands. 

Rotary will continue to work on the project until the goal of arresting polio’s transmission is achieved.

District Chairperson for Polio Plus

What has increased the program’s success recently is the formation of teams, each with doctors, nurses and Rotarians.  The team members became acquainted with each other and attended a seminar together. They learned how best to support one another.

Further publicity – blasting NID announcements (with requests for mothers to have their children immunize).with top songs in the background, banners, etc.

This year there has been participation by all avenues of Rotary – 

Inner Wheel – responsible for mobile units at locations like bus stops and train stations (set up booths and administer the drops)

Rotaract and Interact – lead children as they get off trains or buses to the booth at the platform

18 Nov.

Depart from Chennai to Kanchipuram and Mahapalipuram

During the bus trip, Vasanth gave us a short lecture about India and taught us how to say good morning in Tamil (vanakkom). Team members talked about their valuable experiences and special Rotary projects.

En route – stop at Rajiv Gandhi memorial

En route – stop at the salt mound – Bay of Bengal washes into a basin, water dries leaving salt. It’s raked up and carried in woven baskets on women’s head to form a giant mound. The mountain is given a thatched covering to keep the salt from blowing away. Later it’s carried in baskets and loaded into 120-kilo burlap sacks.

Visits to two temples, handloom demonstration and silk shop

Metzkers, Ann and Andre - Afternoon walk along the beach of Bay of Bengal, seeing silhouette of Shore Temple

19 Nov.

Carol, Vasanth, McGraths and Cunninghams? – morning walk in the village outside the GRT Temple Bay beach resort – bullocks, flower and fruit stalls, community water pump.

Depart for Pondicherry

Lunch with PDG Nagaraj

Projects:

Hospital and Night Shelter

Sidewalk lined with hundreds and hundreds of family members outside the 800-bed hospital that provides free services to the impoverished. Rotary donated a mammography machine – they see 68 cases/day – all referrals because of problems.  Many of the women are uneducated and from rural areas. This clinic is seeing younger and younger women with breast cancer, but they don’t yet have any theories as to cause.  The hospital doesn’t have a biopsy system.  Hospital is also a teaching facility.

Local Rotarians built a night shelter to provide a place for sleeping, bathing and eating for families of hospital patients.  Otherwise, the families would be sleeping in the streets. It costs 2 Rupees/day and houses 700 families each night.

Nirvana School

Founded and operated by an India woman from the U.K. (name??). School is for 300 students ages 3-8 from impoverished and fishermen’s families in the Kottakoppam village. It is well furnished, including computers and library books donated by Rotary.

General note – according to the professor, Tamil Nadu has a literacy rate of about 75%.

Quick walk in the heart of Pondicherry – French settled

Aurobindo Ashram

Blessing by the elephant in front of the temple

Dinner with 8 Rotary clubs of Pondicherry

20 Nov.

Morning visit to ashram paper factory to see paper made by hand – raw materials of cotton, rice husks, etc.; soaking materials and making it into pulp; pulp travelling through large pipes; placed on flat screens; water pressed out by workers in dilapidated plastic aprons; sheets of paper dried, dyed and hung on rooftop room; made into books, photo frames, stationery, etc.; workers earn 100 Rupees/day.

Chidambaram – Nataraja Temple – Dancing Shiva – large private temple of black granite

Project visit – Rotary Club of Chidambaram Eye Clinic
Open 3 evenings/week from 5-7 p.m.; has helped 600 patients with a wide variety of treatments from eye glasses to glaucoma medicine and cataract surgery; run by Dr. Kumar

Low-Cost Housing Project – Vallampadugai – 

Supported by Rotary clubs of Japan and India; 6-year-old project; 20 families in an agricultural area who met certain criteria (based on earning capacity, size of family, etc.) pay no rent to live in a small home that costs 60,000 Rupees.

Note: The families can’t sell the homes because they belong to the Rotary club.)

Girls School

Playing basketball with the girls

Lunch with Chidambaram Rotarians

Travel to Kumbakonam and Hotel Swamimalai – luggage and a few travellers carried the last few minutes by bullock cart

Meeting and dinner with the Rotary clubs of Kumbakonam

21 Nov. – NID

Village Rotary booths (The two groups split up into different groups, so I can’t tell you where each team member went) – see map

1 – Neelathanallur

2 – Kaval Kudam

3 – Melathukurichi

4 – Uthamathani

5 – Udumaiya Nathan

6 – Raman Street

7 – Thirupuramaiyam

8 – Samuthaya Kudam

9 – Uthirai

10 – Asoor

11 – Velakudi

12 – Perumandi

13 – Autonagar

14 – Muthaiya puram

15 – Aalamankujrichi

16 – Kothankudi (Public Health Centre)

17 – Taattumaal

18 – Kudithangi

19 – Agarathoor

20 – Sattankudi

21 – Kadichambadi

22 – Parattai

23 – Thirunallar

24 – Kuruhur

25 – Vadakal Sali Vattam

26 – Devanancheri

27 – Athiyuri

28 – Public Healther Center

We started our NID by walking outside the Sterling gate, 10 K from Kumbakoman, and to the little booth at Thimakudi where 160 children were expected for immunization.  It was all bedlam and crying babies as our team immunized children, strung balloons and took photos.

Stop 2 – (Booth #7) – Thirupuramaiyam – didn’t stay long

Carol’s observations - Travelling to our third stop – bumpy, dusty red dirt road past green rice paddies and lush vegetation; thatched roof homes, bicycles and bullock carts, bikes with stainless steel milk containers secured by ropes; we know we have arrived at our next stop when we see the telltale red and white polio banner 

Stop 3 – Kothankudi

Responsible for 300 children

Hospital with 4 in-patient beds, a small labor room, Indian toilet, pharmacy with large top-loading refrigerator where polio vaccine is stored.  The doctors (including Dr. Guna, consulting pediatrician), health workers and Rotarians show us route maps, lists of children and talk about the infrastructure behind a successful NID.

Stop 4 – Neelathanallur (Booth #1)

Each stop we get out and immunize a few children, paint a few fingernails, take a few photos, say hello to mothers and babies.  We hand out stickers and watch as eyes appear from behind corners and walls.

We’re in an agricultural area where rice and sugarcane are major crops.  Our car has a tough time maneuvering the dirt road of deep potholes. The local Rotarians remark that it’s a good thing that it didn’t rain yesterday so that the NID team could participate in the program.  During monsoons, the vaccine and Rotarians travel by bicycle.

Stop 5 – At Sattankudi (Booth #20), Rtn. Shreepal Jain says that no foreigners have never visited this area. The villagers are curious, excited and want to see us. They bring their children to the immunziation booth and gesture for photos.  The Rotarians, as well as the villagers, Shreepal says, are very happy because no one has ever seen and recognized the polio work they have accomplished.

At our last stop before lunch, women want their pictures taken with their babies.  Shreepal points to a book used as a paperweight to keep documents from blowing away.  He remakrs that holding down paper is “all the book is good for – this village is illiterate.”

Lunch – We’re invited into the home of PDG Vasikaran, an architect who is married to Chittra, the doctor responsible for the polio program in this area.

After lunch, we headed back to the hotel for massage; time with the animals of the estate – chittal (deer – friend of Pamela), turkeys, cows and bullocks; rest time and e-mail catch-up.

Dinner with Rotary clubs of Kumbakonam including the traditional exchange of banners and gifts.

22 Nov.

My head is now beginning to swim with an overload of information, people and places.  We’ve had little rest or breaks in our agenda, meetings and dinners are running late into the night and my notes are becoming nonexistent.  I’m a tad worried about a few illnesses within our team and the lack of consistent food (the girls haven’t been able to stay awake for dinner since our second evening and are surviving on naan and granola bars). In spite of attempts to reduce the sightseeing and meetings, and my requests to arrive at project visits on time, we are required to get up early and travel an hour before breakfast.  I’m getting irritable.  Fortunately, the team has seemingly infinite patience.

Visit to the magnificent Thanjavur Briha-deesh-vara Temple with an expert guide. We are honored by the priests and allowed to visit areas not usually permitted.  Vasanth lights the lamps for Kathy, my cousin who died this weekend, since I’m not able to join my family for the funeral.

We’re greeted by musicians and received by the Senior Prince of Tanjore after a quick tour of the art museum and ancient library of inscribed palm leaves.

We make a quick visit to a computer and science labs supported by Rotary at Thirumagal Higher Secondary Shool.  The students chant, “Hey! Hey! [clap, clap] Service! [clap, clap] Friendship! [clap, clap] Welcome, welcome, welcome!”  The students entertain us with classical and folk dances by the girls.

Lunch is with Rotary clubs of Tanjore. I love the banana leaf plate coverings.

We get off to a late start and our three-hour journey to Salem takes nearly double that time.  A few of our team are suffering from Delhi belly.  Along the way, Sanjiv Saran, our tour coordinator, tells us the story of his wedding adventure.

The bus stops alongside the road in an area where there are no toilet facilities, Indian, western or otherwise. Sanjiv clues us into the protocol for crossing the railroad tracks and segregating men from women.  As we line up and squat, Elena catches a Kodak moment and the women begin laughing and screaming.  Sanjiv says that he is worried that we have been attacked by monkeys.  The bus speculates on how much money we could raise for world community service projects if we sell copies of the photo or just use it for blackmail.  I laugh until tears are flowing. 

We divide into groups and are hosted by Salem Rotarian families for dinner.

23 Nov.

Rotary Project Day guided by PDG Puru (See your green booklet from the Rotary Club of Salem Mid-Town for info about matching grants, etc.):

Gugai High Secondary School in Salem

We’re greeted by 3,000 children, teachers, Rotary and government dignitaries and treated to chanting and dancing.  We donate an encyclopedia to a school with no library. The Australians give cricket equipment and a soccer ball, thereby becoming local heroes. We hand out stickers.  We take a quick tour and are off again to the next stop.

Ammapet School, Salem

Once classes were held under a tree. With Rotary’s help, the students have a huge, beautiful building.  Again, we’re greeted by Boy Scouts and other student groups.  We’re given time to wander around the building in small groups, so we have time to interact with classes. I find Eric in a computer lab talking with a group of boys who are pleased to have his attention.  Some of the boys show me the html coding behind the pages they have created to welcome us. In the back of the room, I see a computer with a testimony to Rotary like none I have seen before:  “Some one give and get back, what they give in other forms, but Rotary always gives of only gives.”

Government Girls School

The power of Rotary hits me as I compare the tree and wall with a “blackboard” that used to be the school (and is now the parking space for bicycles) and the big building.  Still, some classes of 100+ children have no desks nor chairs. There are no bookshelves or maps.  Still, the girls in this building are better off than those in a tiny, old building on campus where Rotary has not yet started work.  Rod and Evonne decorate the top students with kangaroo pins and we photograph the children everywhere.

After lunch with the Salem Rotarians and officers, we climb aboard the bus again and head up the mountainside to Yercaud. We pass monkeys, sheer red rock faces against dark green trees, coffee plants and eucalyptus trees.

Nazareth School in Yercaud.

We see the work of Mother Louie, teachers and Rotary. We talk, play with bubbles, hand out stickers, take tea and visit the lake. The gardens are beautiful and Puru shows us orchids.  Eric sees a 1988 world map hanging in a classroom.

Up the road, we see the Anbullam Knitting Centre founded by Mother Louie, where women make sweaters, hats and hoods, baby clothing and other items to sell so that they can help support their families.  We shop and give them a market for their goods.

Mohanad Peak – visit to coffee plantation owned by Rtn. Mohan – vanilla beans, coffee, antorium flowers; outdoor dinner at his home in the moonlight and next to the camellias; spending time with Puru and Rotarians

24 Nov.

Train from Salem to Chennai – bustling, smelly, fascinating Chennai Station. How nice to have tall Torben and Gudmund in our group – seeing them is the only way I keep track of where our team is going to find the bus. I’m hanging on to Kathyrn by the hand – for once, she doesn’t resist.  A couple of times, she pulls me out of the way of a speedy autorickshaw – 8 days and I’m still not accustomed to traffic patterns…

Shopping at main Chennai market

Evening meeting and dinner, good-byes

The long road home!

