
Polio PlUS 
by Frederik Paige Carlin 

T
he veranda in front of 
the rural Indian school 
building is crowded with 
women and children. 
This is an immunization 

day for about 100 babies and toddlers 
who live in the neighbourhood, and 
the school veranda is a noisy place. 1 
The babble of adult voices is frequently ,g 
punctuated by infant squalls of protest s 
as tiny arms and thighs are punctured ~ 
by vaccination needles. -

A young doctor from the local 
primary health centre oversees the 
operation. Paramedics from the centre 
register the children and mark their 
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vaccination record cards. Nurses wear
ing white saris administer the vaccines 
- oral polio drops and injected OPT, 
BCG and measles vaccines. 

From time to time, a shiny green 
jeep moves in and out of the tree
canopied school yard, transporting 
mothers and children. Stenciled on the 
door in both English and Gujarati are 
the words "Rotary Polio Plus Program." 
The vehicle is manned by two 
members of the Rotary Club from the 
nearby city of Vapi. Between trips, they 
chat in the schoolyard with two boys in 
their late teens, members of the Vapi 
Rotaract Club, who are passing out 
candy to console wailing children 
after they receive their vaccinations. 
Members of the Vapi Inner Wheel 
Club, wives of Rotarians, help the 
nurses with the line of mothers and 
children. 
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Scenes like this one in India can be } 
seen in countries around the world as ~ 
growing numbers of Rotary Clubs and ~ 
related Rotary groups tie into the -..... 
worldwide organization's PolioPius l 
Programme. Its goal: to support WHO's ~ 
Expanded Programme on Immuni- .2! 
zation, and especially to help achieve ..5 
WHO's goal of eradicating polio by the !' 
year 2000. ~ 

Rotarians first heard about their o 
PolioPius programme early in 1985. At ~ 
that time, what they heard most was 
the call for them to raise what seemed 
a staggering sum of money- US$120 
million. That was the estimated 
cost of the oral polio vaccine needed 
to immunize all children in the 
developing world for five years. Rota
ry's PolioPius promise was to provide 
polio vaccine to any country that asked 
for its help. 

The response of Rotarians to this 
daunting fund-raising challenge aston
ished even the most optimistic. 
"Service Above Self' is Rotary's motto, 
and the thought of. protecting innocent 
young lives from suffering captured the 
imagination of Rotarians everywhere 
as a service worthy of their generous 
support. By the time of the organi
zation's 1988 international convention, 
leaders of the fund drive were able to 
report that $219 million had been 
raised. Since then the total has risen to 
$230 million - nearly twice the original 
target - and nearly $195 million has 
now been collected in cash. 

Even before the funds were raised, 
the Rotary Foundation had begun 
drawing on its existing funds to make 
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In a village in India, a member of Inner 
Wheel (comprising the wives of Rota
rians) gives a child the oral vaccine 
supplied under Rotary's PolioPius pro
gramme. 
Facing page, above: Rotarians work 
dosely with national health services. 
Here in Mexico in 1986, a memorable 
immunization session: Mrs Paloma C. 
de Madrid, wife of the then President, 
personally administered the lifesaving 
drop. 
Facing page, below: In the Americas, 
teams make house visits in preparation 
for a National Immunization Day. 

grants for vaccine purchases. At least 
twice a year, trustees of the foundation 
have met to act on new grant propo
sals. As a result, by mid-1989 they 
have awarded $103 million in grants 
to protect the children of 82 countries 
against polio. PolioPius grants have 
been made to some countries beyond 
the first five years. 

One other commitment, announced 
in 1989, is special. Through a contrac
tual agreement with WHO, Rotary will 

provide $5,331,000 over the next five 
years to support a team of technical 
experts working to eradicate polio. The 
1988 World Health Assembly set the 
year 2000 as the target for wiping out 
the disease. At the 1989 Assembly, 
WHO unveiled its plan for attaining this 
goal, and Rotary announced its finan
cial backing, the first such support from 
any source. 

Providing funds is only part of 
Rotary's PolioPius pledge, however. 
The second element is a promise to 
provide "people power" - on-the
scene volunteers in countries to which 
PolioPius grants are made. 

That's why the Indian Rotarians, 
their wives and the young people were 
helping in the school yard on immuni
zation day. 

In the long run, this promise to 
provide volunteer workers through its 
8,000 clubs in developing countries 
may prove the most important part of 
Rotary's contribution to better health 
for the world's children. 

Rotarians have been particularly 
active on National Immunization Days 
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Doctors from Rotary International 
giving measles vaccinations in Cote 
d'lvoire. National immunization efforts 
in 1987 ensured a dramatic increase in 
coverage. 

(NIDS), generating publicity, trans
porting health workers, helping to staff 
temporary vaccination posts, providing 
ice, fuel and other supplies. Some
times inspired Rotarians have even 
stimulated government leaders to 
accelerate EPI programmes. 

Delivering polio vaccine house-to
house is a key strategy of what the 
Pan American Health Organization 
(PAHO) is calling Operation Mop-up 
in the 11 Latin American countries 
where pockets of polio continue to 
exist. Rotarians are helping to carry out 
that strategy. 

Border towns typically are at high 
risk for polio because people routinely 
cross back and forth from one country 
to another, sometimes carrying 
diseases with them. In June a case of 
polio was reported in the border area 
of Tumbes, Peru, and Machala, Ecua
dor. Health authorities were notified, 
and the Rotarians of T umbes and 
Machala met on the border to decide 
how they could help with the house-to
house distribution of vaccine. The 
Rotary Club of T umbes mustered light 
vehicles and 12 members to help 
Peruvian Ministry of Health vacci
nation teams to cover three towns. 
The Machala Rotary Club worked in 
similar fashion in three towns on the 
Ecuadorian side. 

On the African continent, Rotarians 
in Nigeria are spearheading efforts to 
recruit at least 5,000 persons for an 
EPI Volunteer Corps by early 1990. 
They have joined forces with more 
than 20 other organizations - youth 
a11d women's groups, Moslem and 
Christian bodies, health groups and 
the media - recruiting and training 
volunteers to work with government 
health authorities. Together, they help 
with immunization by registering 
women and children, providing trans
port and snacks for workers, pub-
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licising immunization events with 
loudspeakers on the streets and musi
cal jingles on radio and television. 
Thanks in part to such teamwork, the 
number of Nigerian infants protected 
by three doses of polio vaccine rose 
from 21 per cent in 1987 to 38 per 
cent in 1988. 

To help the Rotarians of PolioPius 
project countries to carry out such 
on-site support efforts, the Rotary 
Foundation provides "seed money" 
representing about five per cent of the 
amount granted to purchase vaccine. 
The Rotarians' use of these funds 
almost always triggers the release of 
other non-governmental resources. 
The results of this "multiplier effect" 
are seen in cash donations, in goods 
contributed and in-kind services 
rendered - not including the value 
of the time given by the volunteers 
themselves. 

Goods and services 
Some examples: Seven Rotary 

Clubs in Guatemala generated $9,000 
worth of local goods and services from 
$6,000 of Rotary Foundation seed 
money. Ivory Coast Rotarians provided 
1.5 tons of ice every day for an 
accelerated immunization campaign 
conducted over a period of several 
months; ultimately, they gave the 
health ministry an ice-making machine. 
In the first six months of 1988, 
Pakistan's national PolioPius Com
mittee used $5,000 in seed funds to 
attract $20,800 in media and commu
nications services for immunization 
activities. And in Colombia, the 
national committee parceled out 
$2,743 of its grant funds to help 
Rotary Clubs support national immuni
zation days. Later, the records showed 
that at least 817 Rotarians had partici
pated, generating goods and services 
worth an estimated $26,588 - a ratio 
of 9.7 to 1. 

Sometimes it has taken a while for 
Rotarians to be welcomed as full 
members of the immunization team. In 
many places today, however, they have 
achieved a good image of seriousness 
and hard work. 

PolioPlus 

Kalyan Banerjee, treasurer of India's 
National PolioPius Committee, talked 
about what it's like for a Rotarian to 
participate in an immunization day like 
the one on the school veranda. Rotary 
teams start their work several days 
ahead of the immunization day, 
visiting assigned villages to an
nounce the event and to check lists of 
children to be immunized, adding any 
new names. On immunization day, 
they return to the village to assemble 
the children for the medical team's 
mid-morning arrival. 

'This is hard work," said Banerjee. 
"You should see their faces when they 
come back - sweaty and sunburned, 
dusty, probably having had little 
or nothing to eat since noon -
exhausted." 

But through such hard work the 
Rotarians have gained credibility and 
stature in the eyes of their colleagues 
in immunization. Bolivia's PolioPius 
chairman, Waiter Aramayo, Jr., 
explains: "We have a label on our 
foreheads now that says PolioPius." 
Bolivians who have seen the Rotarians' 
participation in immunization have "a 
very deep impression, a very favour
able one," he said. 

In a number of countries, especially 
Latin America, Rotarians sit on inter
agency committees that coordinate 
immunization planning, serving with 
representatives of the national health 
ministry, UNICEF, PAHO, USAID and 
others. 

Even in countries with only a few 
clubs, Rotarians have succeeded in 
solving special problems. In Rwanda 
they helped to produce radio spots 
and comic strips promoting health 
education, and organized soccer 
tournaments to publicise immuni
zation. Haiti's seven Rotary Clubs gave 
important strength to a coalition of 
volunteers when their country under
took its first-ever national immuni
zation day in 1988. It was a time of 
serious soda! instability, and the pro
ject began under the imminent threat 
of Hurricane Gilbert. Despite the diffi
culties, vaccine coverage of Haiti's 
children rose to new heights. 

The success of the PolioPius fund
raising campaign gave Rotarians 
throughout the world a new sense of 
accomplishment and invigorated pride 
in their organization. The continuing 
success of the PolioPlus immunization 
programme now unifies the one 
million-plus Rotarians as it focuses on 
the goal of polio eradication. And 
when that splendid end is achieved, as 
everyone hopes, by the year 2000, 
Rotary will be more than ever sensi
tised and experienced as a partner 
in concern for the health of the 
world's children. • 
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