Update on Rotarians Against Malaria in the Solomon Islands

 

After having spent just over three weeks in the Solomons (most of February) I can report, with much pleasure, on the success of the RAM project in Western and Choiseul Provinces. 

I travelled to Munda, Taro, Gizo and Honiara; inspected all aspects of the RAM project, attended the annual National Malaria Conference in Honiara, and had lengthy discussions with politicians, aid agency and consulate staff, World Health Organization officers, and Guadalcanal Medical staff on plans for the future of RAM. 

 

The housing component of the project is basically complete.  Five houses have been constructed on Choiseul, two at Sasamunga, two at Panggoe, and one at the Provincial headquarters of Taro. These dwellings are arguably the best accommodation on the island.  The repair and renovation of the five houses occupied by Malaria workers at Munda on New Georgia Island is almost complete. A team of volunteers from the Rotary Club of Burnside (D9520) is planning to go to Munda in May and will complete the remaining work. A local contractor is at present preparing concrete foundations and septic pits so that the team can construct ablution facilities for each house. These houses are now the best at Munda.

Nine teams of Rotary volunteers have completed all of this work; the Burnside team will be the tenth. This has been a tremendous effort under very difficult and trying conditions. The standard of workmanship has been excellent, and the work completed without accident or incident. The whole project has been a credit to the volunteers concerned and the spirit of Rotary comradeship.

The first house constructed at Tetere, east of Honiara in Guadalcanal Province, in 1998 before the ethnic unrest, is in excellent condition. 

It should be noted that this project has been largely funded by donations from Australian Rotary Clubs. The Rotary Foundation provided assistance for the repairs to the houses at Munda through a Matching Grant, with additional monies coming from the National RAM account. The six houses constructed at Tetere and on Choiseul Island have been totally paid for by Australian Rotary Clubs. This included substantial freight costs, part of which was the chartering of a barge to get the building materials from ports at Honiara and Noro to the isolated communities of Sasamunga and Panggoe, locations without wharf facilities. We were fortunate to be able to utilize an Australian Navy landing craft at no cost to move materials to Taro. These costs were never considered when the initial planning for the RAM project was undertaken. Relocation of the project from Guadalcanal to Western and Choiseul Provinces following the unrest caused more than a few logistical and financial headaches, but the end result has been worth all the effort.

 

Whilst at Taro I affixed a plaque to the wall of the house, constructed by the volunteers from the Rotary Club of St Peters (D9520), acknowledging the contribution made by the “Flying Rotarians” and the Mockridge family in memory of Graham and Josie. Graham was a PP of the Rotary Club of Surfers Paradise.

 

I visited Tetere to check on the house constructed in 1998 by volunteers from WA and Alice Springs. The house is in excellent condition, (needs minor repairs to flooring on the verandah which a local contractor will undertake), and Clement (Malaria worker) and his family who have lived in the house since it was completed, keep it spotless. I was able to replace the plaque dedicating the house to the memory of Heather Kinross, which had been stolen, with an exact replica. The clinic at Tetere was very busy. This area has one of the highest incidence rates for malaria in Guadalcanal and the RAM house plays an important part in the efforts to combat this disease.

 

Wherever I went, the message was loud and clear; “ Thank you for the houses you have built and repaired in Western and Choiseul. We do not have adequate housing for Malaria staff in every other part of Solomon Islands. Please build us more houses.”

 

Western and Choiseul Provinces have adequate stocks of bed nets and chemicals thanks to the 3H and Matching Grants. Western Province has been well covered by the bed net distribution program, and distribution across Choiseul is well under way. Funds for fuel and manpower are adequate to continue this phase of the work. These nets require retreatment dipping in the appropriate chemical every year to ensure maximum effectiveness. Malaria workers are carrying out this process most efficiently.

 

Whilst in Honiara I attended the Annual National Malaria Conference where the Provincial Malaria Supervisors met with their Director and senior Headquarters staff, WHO representatives, National and Provincial Medical executives, and Ministry of Health representatives. The conference was an eye-opener for me and I consider myself most fortunate to have been able to participate. It also gave the opportunity to meet and talk with Dr Kevin Palmer of WHO Manila, and Dr Jeffrey Hii the WHO representative in the Solomon Islands. My understanding of the malaria problem and what is being done at a global and local level has been expanded greatly, and I hope that my contribution may have been worthwhile. 

 

Each Provincial Malaria Supervisor presented a detailed report on activities in their area of responsibility. Statistical information from Western and Choiseul Provinces showed dramatic declines in the incidence of malaria in the last twelve months. Other Provinces showed static, or even increases in, incidence rates.

The gathering concluded that the provision of chemicals and bed nets, assistance in infrastructure (boats and motors, vehicle, spray equipment), and housing for workers at a time when social and ethnic problems prevented activities in other Provinces was the direct reason for this dramatic difference.

Only now are other Provinces receiving stocks of chemicals and bed nets to allow them to undertake work at the same level as Western and Choiseul. Staff housing is a real problem everywhere except Western and Choiseul.

 

Two days of the conference were set aside to prepare and streamline Global Fund work-plans for 2005-2006. Considerable discussion also took place on plans for the next round of Global Fund allocations to commence in 2008. I welcomed the suggestion that RAM should be an active participant in future Global Fund activities, stressing that we could provide volunteers to assist with building programs as well as streamlining the procurement of materials. (There seems to be a real bottleneck in procuring goods through the WHO and World Bank channels. Long delays and goods going astray are not uncommon). I requested the conference to advise me of ways they saw that RAM might be able to assist them, using Global Fund allocations if we were able to obtain them. This will need considerable research and further consideration.

 

The standard of the presentations and the quality of the debate was quite remarkable. Many of the participants were older men (45 plus) with minimal post primary schooling. Some of power point presentations they used were first class. Everything was questioned, every conclusion justified. The younger university trained participants combined with the steady practicality of the field workers produced some interesting and rigorous debate, from 8 till 5 or later each day.  The final report from the conference will be of great interest.

 

I spent a great deal of time with Dr Divinal Ogaoga, Director of Provincial Health Services, Guadalcanal Province, discussing ways in which RAM might be able to assist in that province. Dr Divi was previously stationed at Gizo and has been involved in the RAM program in Western and Choiseul since commencement. Health services, including anti malaria work, across Guadalcanal suffered greatly during the ethnic unrest (known locally as “the tension”) and considering it is the most rugged and difficult to travel around of any Province it is little wonder that many villagers have little contact with any medical service providers. There is an urgent need for the upgrading of clinic and accommodation buildings. The only bright spot is the building of a new permanent hospital under constructed at Tetere by Dom Bosco (Silesian order Catholic mission). 

The malaria eradication work in Guadalcanal is under the guidance of Mr. Eddie Leamae. 

Guadalcanal Province has the worst malaria statistics of any Province. In 2003 the incidence rate was 309 cases per 1000. In 2004 this figure increased to 399 cases per 1000, up by 22.5%. Even allowing for a strong possibility of misdiagnosis by the newly trained microscopists, these figures are a real concern.

Eddie has prioritized the whole of the province. In his annual report presented to the conference Eddie set out these specific objectives;

Quote

1. 1.     To continue on with bednet distribution and retreatment in all priority zones.

2. 2.      To co-ordinate, supervise. And monitor the distribution and retreatment of the community participation bednet program carried out by volunteers.

3. 3.     To continue with residual spraying in all problem zones.

4. 4.     To prevent pregnant mothers and children with malaria illness through early diagnosing and treatment.

 










Unquote

 

Therein lies the possibility for RAM

 

The World Bank has supplied a “soft loan” for anti malarial activities in several provinces. Some funds have been allocated for the supply of bed nets for priority areas. There is an urgent need for additional bed nets just to ensure that all pregnant women and school-aged children are able to sleep safe from the possibility of being bitten. The old adage still applies “ If you don’t get bitten you won’t get malaria”.
Dr Divi and Eddie agree that RAM could best compliment the work already underway on Guadalcanal by providing bed nets in the first instance for every pregnant woman and every school-aged child. The next step would be to provide bed net protection for everyone.

I discussed the RAM Adopt-a-Village in PNG with Dr Divi and Malaria staff. Everyone agreed that this would be ideal for Guadalcanal Province, and requested that RAM pursues this avenue for future RAM assistance.

 

Gathering statistical and geographical information on Guadalcanal proved an interesting task, but after obtaining official permission from the Surveyor General to obtain maps, and Dr Divi calling in a few favours we were able to pull together enough material to assist with the production of a website. Several days work with a young Solomon Islander working as a Webmaster with Pfnet, a non-government organization providing Internet services throughout the Solomons, has produced a webpage specifically for RAM on Guadalcanal. Whilst the website is designed to pass information to Rotarians, mainly in Australia, I wanted it to have a classic Solomons feel. If we have achieved this and produced a site that will encourage Rotary Clubs to Adopt-a-Village or a group of villages then the frustrations of dealing with a difficult public service will have been worthwhile. There is still a little editing work to be done on the site, maps and statistical information to be added, but I anticipate being able to notify everyone of the ULR in a week or so.

 

The mechanics of the project should be kept simple.  Rotary Districts, Clubs, or individual Rotarians wishing to donate towards providing bed nets for a village or group of villages in Guadalcanal Province should send their donation to PDG Richmond who will record the donation and acknowledge same before forwarding the cheque to the RAWCS treasurer for banking. The donor will receive a letter of thanks and an “Adoption” Certificate from the Guadalcanal Provincial Premier and Director of Health Services. RAM will arrange supply of LLIN (Long Live Insecticide treated Nets with a 5 year live) to Dr Divi in Honiara. The nets will be delivered to the appropriate village, for distribution to pregnant women and school-aged children in the first instance, by Eddie and his staff, anti-natal nurses, and medical staff. Dr Divi and Eddie will confirm to RAM when the nets have been delivered and provide photographs for the Club concerned and the website. Wherever possible Dr Divi and his staff will attempt to provide a contact in every village who could communicate with the donor if they wish. Hopefully this might lead to the “adoption” providing other needs for the village, eg school requirements, water supply materials etc. All of this information is included in the website.

 

Dr Divi is exploring all avenues to obtain funding assistance to repair existing infrasturure, and to construct new clinic buildings and housing for staff. I spoke with representatives from Ausaid and the Japanese Grassroots assistance program to explain how Rotary, through RAM and RAWCS, might assist. The Ausaid response was not encouraging, and the Japanese indicated that any application by Dr Divi would take a considerable time, even years, before an answer could be expected.

 

Once the team from Burnside Club has completed the tasks at Munda there will be no further projects available for RAWCS Project volunteers in the Solomons.

 

The weather for much of my trip was atrocious, with very heavy rain and strong winds making sea travel out of the question.  So bad was the weather whilst we were at Munda and Taro that the local markets were bare and we were unable to buy fresh foods. Much of the contents of the last DIK container shipped to the Gizo Rotary Club remain at Noro waiting for suitable conditions for movement to Gizo. Fortunately our air travel was not disrupted.

 

 

 

I attended three meetings of the Rotary Club of Honiara and one meeting at Gizo. Both Clubs have been most supportive of the RAM program and assure me of their continued involvement. We should acknowledge the assistance provided by Rotarian Wayne Morris in allowing the use of his company trust account, and accounting facilities. 

 

It was a privilege to attend the 100th anniversary celebration at the Honiara Club on the 23rd.

 

Whilst working and living conditions were a little uncomfortable at times, the trip was I believe, successful. I enjoy working with the people of the Solomon Islands.
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Peter Thomas

Chair, RAM   

3rd March 2005

