CBCI Commission for Healthcare: A Glace over the Past Two Years

The 25th General Body Meeting of CBCI of March 2002 at Jalandhar on the theme, “The Church in Dialogue”, set a new tone and orientation for the strategies of involvement for various CBCI Commissions, especially for the Commission for Healthcare. Therefore, more attention was given towards networking and coordination, evolving policies and strategies through consultation and promotion of health education. Healthcare interventions in emergency situations were naturally a priority. 
1. New Consultors for the Commission: Bishop Bernard Moras, the Chairman appointed the following consultors on May 1, 2003: Rev. Dr. Thomas Kalam, Director, St. John’s National Academy of Health Sciences; Rev. Fr. Sebastian Ouseparambil, Director, Catholic Health Association of India; Dr. Vimala Mary, President, Indian Federation of Medical Guilds; Dr. Gracious Thomas, Coordinator, CBCI-IGNOU Chair for Health and Social Welfare; Sr. Dr. Hermina, President, Sister Doctors’ Forum of India; Mrs. Jeanette Menezes, President, Catholic Nurses Guild of India.  
2. CBCI-IGNOU Chair for Health and Social Welfare: CBCI and IGNOU (Indira  Gandhi National Open University) had signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on February 29, 2000 and established the CBCI-IGNOU Chair on ‘Health and Social Welfare’ at IGNOU. The aim has been to impart quality education in the field of health and social welfare. 
i. Fighting HIV/AIDS with education and prevention: A Study Programme on “HIV and Family Education”, the outcome of CBCI-IGNOU collaboration: The study programme on “HIV and Family Education” was launched already in January 2002. After a year, in January 2003, the programme was further developed and a new Diploma Course was also initiated and launched by the CBCI-IGNOU Chair. 

Anyone with a 10+2 qualification from any part of India can enroll for these programmes. The University has fixed the fee at a very reasonable level in order to avail this opportunity to more people. For a Certificate Course one needs to pay Rs. 800/- while for the Diploma the fee is Rs. 1600/- inclusive of examination fee, registration fee as well as the print package. These programmes are available both in English and Hindi. Already over 2200 students are enrolled in these programmes. It is a matter of great satisfaction to report that these value based programmes have attracted wider attention. Already the Kenyatha University from Kenya has sought license to adapt this programme in that country.  IGNOU has also started offering these programmes in Namibia.

ii. A Bachelor Degree in Social Work, with a special emphasis on health issues: The CBCI-IGNOU Chair planned for a bachelor’s degree in Social Work with a special emphasis on health-related issues, and it was proposed to the Academic Council of IGNOU, which eventually gave its approval. Various meetings were held in connection with the development of this programme in which many experts from different Catholic Colleges and Departments of Social Work were invited, and their collaboration is sought, as experts, course-writers, etc. The programme is expected to be launched by July 2004, in Hindi and English. 
3. Commemoration of the XI World Day of the Sick, Health Sunday and Healing Week-2003 on the theme “Caring for my Neighbour”: “The term health implies harmonious living together and true caring for one another. Caring means feeling so united as to be one with the other, especially in the moments of suffering and sickness. It involves positive action, with compassion and commitment.”: wrote the Bishop-Chairman, in the Message of the Health Sunday and Health and Healing Week-2003. The theme “Caring for my Neighbour”, was selected, as it was explained in the Message, “In the deplorable background of the growing tension between individuals and communities and of the sporadic outbursts of communal violence in various parts of our country, an in-depth refection on this theme is indeed, significant.” As it is now almost the custom each year, the theme was selected, and poster, bible-study etc. were prepared as a joint-effort of the Christian Medical Association of India (CMAI), the Catholic Health Association of India (CHAI) and the CBCI Commission for Health. For the year 2004, the theme is, “Your Faith has Healed You” (Mt. 5:34), which is selected in view of greater emphasis on the spiritual and pastoral element in healthcare, especially in our healthcare institutions. 
4. Emergency Interventions: i. The Presence of Volunteers Gives Comfort and Relief to the Victims of Communal violence in Gujarat: The Commission for Health organized a team of medical doctors and social workers to help the victims of communal riots in Ahamedbad. This was done in collaboration with the Social Service Department of the Diocese of Ahmedabad and Caritas India. At an earlier visit to Gujarat with a multi-religious team from Delhi, Sadbhavana Tirthayatra, the immediate need in the relief camps was identified as medical aid and trauma counseling. The Health Commission then organized a Trauma Counseling Session for a group of volunteers at the CBCI Centre, New Delhi, on April 13, 2002, as a preparation for the relief work.  

The team of 12 volunteers, consisting of medical doctors, nurses, social workers and two priests, left Delhi on May 9, 2002, and began their work mainly in three camps, such as Amman Chawk, Sundram Nagar and Juni Medeawali Chawl, and visited other camps at Shah Alam and Dariya Klhan Ghummat, all within Ahmedabad. The main work of the team was to offer medical and counseling services to the victims. For everyone in the team, it was a unique experience of sacrifice and service with compassion, and for the traumatized people in the camps, a sign of solace and support.  
ii. Visit to the Flood affected areas in Muzaffarpur and Purnea: The breaking of embankments in the northern regions of Bihar by the end of August 2002, caused large-scale destruction in these areas leading to loss of human life and property. Caritas India initiated the overall relief and rehabilitation programme in these flood affected areas. The CBCI Health Commission was approached, specifically to assess the health care situation and requested to propose programmes to ameliorate the condition. Flood-affected villages like Sirnia, Sajauti, etc. near Dharbanga in Muzaffarpur and Gopalganj, Baghela etc. in Purnea were visited from 1st to 5th September, 2002. A detailed report was submitted to Caritas India in view of resource mobilization for relief and rehabilitation. 

5. Delhi Catholic Doctors’ Meeting on “The Challenges of a Catholic Doctor Today”: A meeting of the catholic Doctors in Delhi was jointly organized by the Sister Doctors’ Forum of North India, Rajasthan–U.P. Catholic Health Association and CBCI Commission for Health, on December 15, 2002 at the CBCI Centre, New Delhi. Archbishop Vincent M. Concessao of Delhi in his introductory talk expressed his concern on the false propaganda that is going on against the service provided by the Christian Community in India especially in the field of health and development. The Archbishop also mentioned that as the result of globalization, the healthcare sector is being changed as a lucrative business and five star hospitals totally ignore the poor of our country. Dr. Lazar Mathew, the former Director of Institute of Nuclear Sciences and Dr. Sr. Alphonsa, the late president of RUPCHA were the main resource persons.
6. Inter-denominational Bishops’ Consultation on Health Issues, in Delhi: “The Government alone cannot tackle all the health needs of the people. It needs the partnership between the voluntary sector, especially faith-based organizations”, said Dr. A. K. Walia, the Minster for Health of Delhi. He was speaking at the Inaugural function of the Inter-denominational Bishops’ Consultation on Joint-Strategic Planning on Health-related issues, held on April 28, 2003 at YMCA, Delhi. “Serious issues such as drinking water, poverty, malnutrition, communicable diseases like T.B, Malaria, HIV/AIDS, Hepatitis-B, etc. can be contained only if there is a close collaboration between every sector in a society”: said the minister. “You (Christians) are able to contribute much; we can cooperate with you wherever possible”: he assured the delegates. The day-long consultation was jointly organized by the Leprosy Mission, Christian Medical Association of India, World Vision, Catholic Health Association of India and CBCI Commission for Health. Participants were prominent Church leaders from various Churches, health professionals and senior functionaries from healthcare agencies. 

7. Church’s Collective Response to HIV/AIDS: Special Consultation of Bishops and Major Health and Developmental Organizations held in Bangalore: A special Consultation on “Church’s Collective Response to HIV/AIDS in India and a Scale up Action” was held on August 8-9, 2003 at St. John’s Medical College, Bangalore. The programme was coordinated by the CBCI Health Commission in partnership with the Catholic Medical Mission Board (CMMB), New York, U.S.A. Together with 11 Bishops, representatives from three Catholic Medical Colleges and office-bearers of International and National Health and Developmental Organizations such as CMMB, Caritas Internationalis, Caritas India, CRS, CHAI, CNGI, SDFI and CBCI-IGNOU Chair, Rev. Dr. Robert Vitillo, Co-chairman, Caritas Internationalis AIDS Task Force, Rev. Dr. Michael Perry, OFM Cap, from the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, Dr. Rabia Mathai, Global Director of Programs, CMMB, New York, Rev. Dr. Thomas Kalam and Dr. G.D Ravindran from St. John’s, Dr. R. Kuttan and Dr. Kesavan from Amala Institute of Medical Sciences, Trichur were the resource persons. Bishop Bernard Moras, the Chairman of the Commission, spoke on “the Collective Catholic Action against AIDS”, and stressed that the approach in HIV/AIDS intervention should be holistic, and the response should be collective and concerted and inter-sectoral. The priority should be prevention through community participation, though the Church will continue to concentrate on care and support. 
The first follow-up programme was organized on November 2-3, 2003 at St. John’s, Bangalore, in which the Draft Policy and Strategy for future intervention, etc. were discussed. The Bishop-Chairman sent out a Message for the World AIDS Day-2003, on the theme, “The Challenge to be His Light Today,” which was translated into local languages through the initiative of the Bishops in-charge of Health in Regional Episcopal Councils. L’Osservatore Romano, the official news paper of the Vatican, published the message in Italian on November 22, 2003. International News agencies like Fides widely circulated the text in the electronic media.  
8. Seminars in Dioceses in 2003: Diocese of Meerut: “Catholics working in the field of healthcare have the urgent task of doing all they can to defend life when it is most seriously threatened and to act with a conscience correctly formed according to the teaching of the Church”, said Holy Father in his Message for the 11th World Day of the Sick. The seminar organized for the healthcare personnel at the Meerut Seva Samaj was to familiarize with the teaching of the Church on Pro-life and certain current issues on medical ethics. 
Diocese of Bhagalpur: “Health education is considered as the core of healthy living”. The Seminar in Bhagalpur was jointly organized by CRS and CBCI Commission for Health on March 8 and 9, 2003. The participants, seventy in total, were mainly heads of educational institutions and healthcare personnel from the Diocese of Bhagalpur. Bishop Thomas Kozhimala in his inaugural address reminded the participants that an inter-sectoral approach is essential in the effective empowerment of people in the communities. 

Diocese of Jhansi: The Pastoral Centre in Jhansi hosted a health seminar on March 16, 2003. Inaugurating the seminar, Bishop Frederick D’Souza, spoke in appreciation of the yeoman service rendered to the people by those in the healthcare institutions. “By your efforts, you are making Christ, the “Good Samaritan’, alive today,” said the Bishop. He reminded them also the task ahead for the Church, in the scenario of high prevalence of communicable diseases like TB, Malaria, Kala Azar, and now HIV/AIDS, and various other health hazards, to form more effective strategies as they work in communities. The Seminar was organized by the CBCI Health Commission and Jhansi Diocesan Health Commission, headed by Fr. Peter Parapilly.  

Diocese of Bareilly: A seminar on Pro-Life and Medical Ethics for healthcare personnel was held on September 21, 2003 at the Diocesan Pastoral and Communication Centre in the Diocese of Bareilly. Forty healthcare personnel working in various parts of the Diocese attended the one-day seminar, jointly organized by the CBCI Commission and the Diocesan Health Commission.

Diocese of Port Blair: The entire Pastoral team of the Diocese of Port Blair –Bishop, Priests religious and representatives of the laity- came together from 27 to 30 September, 2003, to deliberate on the healthcare programmes for the coming years. Inaugurating the programme Bishop Alex Dias emphasized the importance of integrating health components in pastoral care and in education ministry. The programme was jointly organized by the Catholic Health Association of Bihar, Jharkhand and Andamans (CHABIAN) and CBCI Commission for Health. 
9. Directory of Catholic Healthcare Facilities in India:  Archbishop Cyril Mar Baselios, the President of the CBCI, released the “Directory of Catholic Health Facilities in India” on April 30, 2003 during the Meeting of the CBCI Standing Committee held in Delhi. The Directory, in 635 pages, contains details of all the healthcare facilities in 148 Dioceses in India. 85% of the healthcare facilities of the Church are in remote villages, and most of the areas are otherwise totally or partially deprived of adequate healthcare services and structures. Christian Community is the single largest group in India that offers 22 % of healthcare service in this country.

10. “Health in Abundance”: With the approval of the CBCI Standing Committee of April 2003, the Commission decided to bring out a quarterly journal, “Health in abundance”. In its first issue of May 2003, the Bishop-Chairman explained its aims and objectives in these words: “The focus will be on the Christian values in healthcare. This journal will try to respond to Pope John Paul II’s repeated appeal “to build a culture of love and life and to fight against the culture of death.” 
11.  Website - www.cbcihealth.com: The revised website of the Commission has details on healthcare involvement of the Church in India and topics on medical ethics, etc. It also contains information on the study programme on “HIV and Family Education” offered by the CBCI-IGNOU Chair and an on-line version of the current and past issues of the journal, “Health in Abundance.” 

12. Meetings and Programmes: i. Commission Meetings: The Health Commission had three special meetings. For the meeting held on April 19, 2002 at the CBCI Centre, New Delhi, few experts were invited for consultation on special issues. The Bishops in-charge of Health Commission in the Regional Bishops’ Councils and the new consultors of the Commission participated in the meeting convened on August 8, 2003 at St. John’s, Bangalore. 
ii. Other Programmes: The Chairman and the Executive Secretary participated in two consecutive Annual General Body Meetings of CHAI, held in 2002 in Jalandhar and in 2003 in Secunderabad. Similarly both took part in the Golden Jubilee of CNGI held from 16 to 20 October 2002 in Bangalore, and 75th anniversary of CMMB, which was held from 16 to 18 November 2003 in New York. The Commission was represented at the International Conferences organized by the Pontifical Council for Health Pastoral Care, in November 2002 and 2003 at the Vatican. The secretary took part in the 11th World Day of the Sick, held from 9 to 11 February 2003, and the Global Health Council held from 25 to 28 May, 2003, both of which were held in Washington DC. The secretary also participated in the Interdenominational Church’s meeting on HIV/AIDS in Nagpur from 23 to 24 September 2003 organized by the National Council of Churches. 
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