Rotarians Against Malaria in Solomon Islands      May 2008

A great deal of action again this past year for RAM in the Solomon Islands.

First, a quick look at what has happened in Western and Choiseul Provinces as a consequence of our original 3H grant and subsequent activities in those two Provinces.  The tsunami in April 2007 was a potential turning point for malaria activities and statistical results. It is remarkable that despite this dramatic event the malaria staff continue to do amazing work under difficult conditions and the annual incident rates continues to decline in both Provinces. The groundwork and structure provided by the early RAM activities continues to produce results we should be proud of.

It is concerning that the repairs and restoration of infrastructure damaged and destroyed by the tsunami progresses very slowly. Malaria staff in Gizo still lives under canvas, minimal work has been undertaken on office, store, or dwellings. Plans are being developed for the construction of a new hospital at Gizo as a Japanese development project, but this is many years away and it is unlikely that existing facilities will be upgraded until that facility is built. Malaria control staff are living and working under difficult conditions.

RAM was able to play a meaningful role in the tsunami aftermath by assisting in arranging for the supply of urgently needed materials. WHO and the Global Fund requested assistance, and we were able to use the Rotary network and arrange for the delivery of mosi coils, chemicals and repellent quickly and at very good prices.

On Guadalcanal Province the results of the use of the longlife bednets supplied by the Adopt-a-Village program in May 2006 are now being seen in the annual statistics.

The Annual Incident Rate continues to decline.

2004 AIR of 399/1000

2005 AIR of 311/1000

2006 AIR of 228/1000

2007 AIR of 188/1000

The tsunami necessitated the redirection of major national recourses into the effected Provinces. The RAM supplied nets allowed the Guadalcanal malaria workers to achieve the continuing decline in the AIR. The provincial malaria staff have a goal of an AIR of 80/1000 by the year 2010.

RAM was asked to be a sub-recipient of Global Fund monies and undertake major construction and upgrading of storage and laboratory facilities in rural Guadalcanal.

Rotary volunteers constructed steel storage sheds at Aola and Tetere to the east of Honiara, at Honiara City Council depot in the city, and at Lambi to the west of Honiara. Each shed is 9m x 6m, has a large roller door for easy access, and a concrete floor to ensure safe storage of nets and chemicals. Rural health facilities at Verani and Tururana were upgraded to provide first class laboratory facilities for community microscopists. This work was completed by November 2007 without accident or incident and brought very favourable comment from all concerned. It was not all smooth sailing, bad weather conditions made working conditions very difficult at times. A credit to the five teams of volunteers. The 2007/8 program was completed on time and within budget.

This is an ongoing program and four steel shed kits are already in Honiara for erection during the coming dry season. We have modified the method of construction and the size of the sheds to suit local conditions.

The other significant event last year was the approval by the Rotary Foundation of the 3H Grant application made by RAM and D9830 for malaria control activities within the City of Honiara. All the paperwork was completed on time. With a committee of the Rotary Club of Kenmore (D9600) in place to administer the finances we were ready to go early in the financial year, BUT documentation went astray in Evanston and it was not until PDG Bill Waterfield made enquiries did the actual money turn up. 

Delivery of a container of 15000 longlife insecticide treated bednets was completed in April. Orders have been placed for three back-pack type fogging machines and the necessary insecticide, with delivery expected in the next week or so. The Honiara City Council staff has received a shipment of 500kgs of the synthetic pyrethoid used for indoor residual spraying. Funds to commence the educational and training aspects of the project have been transferred to a trust account in Honiara, and plans are well in hand to undertake this work. The project is running on time to meet first year targets.

This now brings me to the future of RAM in the Solomon Islands.

A revamped  “ National Malaria Strategic Vision 2007 – 2016”, has been produced, mainly as a result of the Australian Government injecting some $20m into malaria elimination in The Solomons and Vanuatu, and the increased involvement of the Global Fund. A proposal has been made to The Global Fund for approx US$39m. This is to be considered at the June/July meeting of the Global Fund Board. If this proposal is successful, and there is a good chance that it will be, adequate funds will then be available to achieve the malaria elimination project. 

What it means for Rotary is that we will not have to request further funds from Rotary Clubs for the supply of bednets in the Solomons. The Global Fund, The Solomons Government and AusAID have acknowledged our achievements with the 3H grants and the Adopt-a-village program. 

AusAID has appointed a high level committee to advise on the malaria elimination project. The Malaria Reference Group is chaired by Sir Richard Feecham and comprises malaria experts from Australia, WHO, and the Solomon Islands.

As part of this project it is planned to have every person in the Solomons sleeping under a new long life insecticide treated bednet by the end of 2009.  Some 400,000 bednets will be acquired and distributed over the next eighteen months. This is a huge task, considering the absolute lack of storage facilities across the nation. It is quite likely that RAM will be asked to submit a proposal to acquire the nets on behalf of the Global Fund.

Sir Richard Feecham visited Honiara last November and inspected the work that has been undertaken by Rotary volunteers and RAM; and as a result of his recommendations AusAID has requested Rotary, through RAM/RAWCS, to be responsible for the implementation of that part of the program to have the necessary infrastructure in place to allow the elimination project to proceed.  This will require the construction of housing for staff; the continued erection of storage sheds at all provincial headquarters and selected rural centres, the repair and upgrading of an existing storage warehouse in Honiara, and the repair and renovation of the existing SIMTRI office building and dormitory in Honiara. This work is to commence immediately and will continue for some three or four years. All work will be totally funded by AusAID and the Global Fund. The total cost of all of this work could exceed A$2m

Project Application Forms for a number of these tasks have been completed and submitted to the RAWCS National Coordinator. Work will commence on the first of the sheds in July; teams are in place to go to Lata in Temotu Province, Munda in Western Province, and Malu’u on Malaita Island.

We have developed a good working relationship with AusAID personnel in Canberra and Honiara and established a protocol for the work required. AusAID have requested that we consider the possibility of assisting the Vanuatu Ministry of Health in a similar way. I have discussed this possibility with PDG Stuart Batty and DG Keith Rogers, and they feel that our New Zealand counterparts will be happy to join us in that aspect of the program. We have not received any feedback from the Vanuatu Ministry of Health to this time. 

The Solomon Islands Ministry of Health will be making a formal request for our assistance in the implementation of the malaria elimination program.

To summarise;

Malaria control activities in the Solomon Islands and Vanuatu are about to make a huge leap forward and Rotary/ RAM will be major players. One AusAID officer commented, “We are about to join the ‘big boys like Bill Gates’ in a project that will be recognised world wide.”

There will be exciting opportunities for volunteers to play an important part in the provision of infrastructure.  

I would welcome contact with anyone who would like to participate.
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