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The role of women 
Khadija A. Msambichaka 

Poliomyelitis is a crippling dis
ease. For every person showing 
symptoms of polio, there are 99 

others walking around looking 
healthy but carrying and spreading 
the virus. Poor sanitation and 
hygiene have been contributing to 
the perpetual circulation of the polio 
virus in the community. 

Fortunately, the disease is pre
ventable through improved sanitation 
and hygiene and through vaccination 
with polio vaccine. Since man is the 
only reservoir of the virus causing 
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the disease, we know that it is possi- Almost invariably it is the mothers who take the children to be vaccinated. 

ble to eradicate polio, and thus to 
reduce the burden of communities 
having to care for the sick and 
disabled. In most developing coun
tries , it is the women who care for the 
sick as well as for the disabled in the 
family. As is the case with other in
terventions within the family, it is the 
women who are required to take the 
initiative in preventing this disease. 

In order to eradicate polio by the 
year 2000, all infants need to be vac
cinated routinely and victims of polio 
must be detected very early so as to 
prevent further spread of the virus as 
well as to reduce or prevent future 
disability. Good sanitation and strict 
hygiene within the family are clearly 
essential. 

Because of their family caring 
responsibility in society, women do 
play an important role in tackling 
polio, and its eradication will reduce 
women's potential burden of caring 
for the sick and disabled. It is nearly 
always the mothers who take their 
children for vaccination, and who 
monitor vaccinations of children 
below five years of age within their 

community. They often remind each 
other to complete their children's 
immunization. Mothers frequently 
organize themselves into parents ' 
groups, discussing among other 
things the prevalence of immuniz
able diseases in their district. 

Most of the health workers 
providing immunization services and 
health education are women, and this 
encourages mothers to monitor the 
occurrence of any case of sudden 
lameness in their neighbourhood and 
to report it immediately to the exist
ing village monitoring system or 
health post. At home, mothers 
should encourage and support good 
hygiene practices in the family by 
training the children and other mem
bers of the household and setting 
good examples themselves. 

Women should be encouraged to 
work together with community 
workers or with organizations 
supporting community-based 
rehabilitation units in an effort to 
rehabilitate the disabled and to 
prevent further disability. Again, 
rehabilitation will enable mothers to 
devote more time to other activities 
aimed at self-development and 
improvement of the community. • 
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