PHSRP yet to achieve its targets

By Muzaffar Ali

LAHORE: The previously elected government’s Punjab Health Sector Reforms Programme (PHSRP) – ensued to provide healthcare to the masses at the grassroots level – is still far off from achieving its set targets, even after a lapse of 22 months.

Since the beginning of this programme, only 456 doctors have been recruited against 1,077 vacant seats in the Rural Health Centres (RHCs) and Basic Health Units (BHUs) across the province, despite various attractive incentives. Similarly, repairs and upgrades of 98 RHC buildings out of 294 have not yet started despite the allocation of Rs 1.65 billion under the PHSRP.

The civil work at 48 RHCs has been completed and is in progress at 147 RHCs. Earlier, the contract for the RHCs’ civil work was to be awarded to private contractors, but due to their ‘unsatisfactory’ work, the contract was given to the National Logistic Cell (NLC). For this purpose, Rs 2 billion had been transferred to the NLC for the current fiscal year.

The Punjab government started the PHSRP at a cost of Rs 6.5 billion for the provision of modern medical facilities to the masses on April 31, 2006. Special measures were taken for the uplift of the health sector at the grassroots level. The government had also made many promises with doctors working at the RHCs and BHUs for extra benefits, but a few were fulfilled.

Before starting this programme, doctors working at 294 RHCs and 2,500 BHUs across the Punjab were drawing a salary of Rs 8,000 a month. In order to fill the vacant seats, the Punjab government decided to give an incentive pay package of Rs 25,000 a month. Similarly, Paramedics were also given a 30 percent increase in their basic salaries for working at the RHCs and BHUs.

The programme also promised an incentive of Rs 5,000 a month to 278 out of 2,782 doctors on the basis of their annual performance. This promise has not been fulfilled by the Health Department to date. The department had also announced Rs 5,000 for women medical officers (WMOs) and Rs 500 for their assistants for conducting each post-mortem, but no amount in this regard has been allocated so far. 

Dr Amjad Chaudhry, the PHSRP deputy director, told Daily Times that the district governments would pay the amount to the WMO for conducting post-mortems and no separate amount had been allocated in this regard.

Similarly, the Health Department also promised to provide the doctors working at RHCs and BHUs with the facility of school vans for their children. This promise is yet to see the light of day. The government had delegated powers to the district coordination officers (DCOs) for recruiting doctors to fill the remaining vacant seats at the RHCs and BHUs through walk-in interviews.

Despite all this, 53 seats of senior medical officers, 20 of medical officers (MOs), 95 of WMOs and 71 of dental surgeons at the RHCs and 377 seats of MOs/WMOs at the BHUs are vacant. The government had also announced to provide funds for purchasing ultrasound and X-Ray machines, generators, dental units, ambulances and computers for the RHCs, but no such installations have been made.

Former chief minister Pervaiz Elahi had directed the Health Department to bring a new monitoring system by the name of district monitoring officers. However, the doctors, all together, rejected the system on the grounds that the prestige of doctors was being damaged. The number of outdoor patients at the RHCs has increased from 95 to 110 and from 28 to 34 a day at the BHUs during the last year.

Vaccination of children under the age of one year has increased from 80 to 94 per month. The number of deliveries per month has increased from 16 to 20 at the RHC and from eight to 11 at the BHU.

The clients for family planning advice have increased from 39 to 83 at the RHC and from seven to 15 at the BHU per month

