Site Visit for Rural Health Center, Rishi Valley, 2011.

Our visit comprised of reviewing 3 programs based in the Rishi Valley area, the Rural Health Center (RHC) being one of them, and an established ASHA program from 2005. The other two, reported separately, are the Rishi Valley Rural Education Center and a new environmental education program, the Rishi Valley Special Development Authority. 

Rishi Valley is geographically in Chittoor District of Andhra Pradesh, an arid and severely drought prone region in the rural interior.  This region is inhabited by marginal farmers and shepherds, who score very poorly in all health and development indices. It is the site of a school founded by the philosopher Jiddu Krishnamurthi, now in its 80th year.  The school has long worked to harmonize with its human and natural environment. In this era its students continue to live with a philosophy of minimal environmental impact, from water conservation to minimal waste creation.  For many years, the doctor on site for the students provided some basic services to surrounding villages. 
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Then in 1999, Drs. Kartik and Vidya Kalyanram came to the valley from Bangalore, to set up an integrated health program with more comprehensive services. Both are highly trained physicians, who completed their training through the Air Force. Dr. Vidya is a neonatal pathologist, and while she functions as a primary care physician primarily, she also runs the lab, at the RHC. She also does pathology readings for the town of Madanapalle 18 km away. The laboratory serves the surrounding areas and acts as a referral for doctors from Madanapalle, seeking specialised investigations and an element of cross subsidy is built in. She also expressed an interest in working further on effects of pesticides on fetuses and pregnant woman, and is part of a research network for placental pathology.  Dr. K. Kalyanram is an old student of RV who grew up onsite and also teaches students at the school. He has therefore had a deep connection with the place and the people which plays a crucial role in his interest in the development of this area. Living in the area, there is much opportunity for direct interaction with the local people. The goal of the RHC is to meet the immediate health care needs of the villagers in an out-patient setting. Additional focus on preventative health maintenance, nutrition,hygiene and health education of both children and adults is also being carried out. There is a new clinic facility which was built from a single donation and opened in June 2009, and now houses a weekly dental clinic in addition to optometry and lab services.

The RHC is now engaged in active research on the following areas (i) Impact of Pesticides on Health, (ii) Rishi Valley Vascular Diseases Project, in collaboration with Monash University, Melbourne, Australia, to try and find cause factors for the high prevalence of hypertension in rural India (iii) A self funded pilot study, to try and find cause factors for the high prevalence of Diabetes in this disadvantaged rural population. 

There is a great need for services in the area.  The closest advanced facilities are in Madanapalle, a sporadic bus ride away. Bangalore, the city with more modern health care facilities, is 140km from RVS. There have been situations in which the local villagers have advanced conditions requiring transfer to a hospital there.  Kartik informs us he pulls favors from old classmates in medical school and has created links to get these patients treated at discounted rates, and with the RHC supporting the cost.
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The RHC plays a crucial role in catering to the immediate health needs of the local rural population. 
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The out-patient clinic has steadily increased the number of patients seen between 3 physicians. Dr. Kartik has a blog on which details of care provided through all of the programs as well as more photos may be found, at http://www.rvrhc.blogspot.com/.  As word has spread about the quality of care provided, patients are arriving from a much larger surrounding area. In discussion with the doctors, it is clear that they provide highly rational and effective care, avoiding unnecessary interventions and testing to keep costs down.  
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There is a need for low-cost, quality health care – the kind that the RHC is providing. The RHC directors are focusing on education programs as well, in areas such as nutrition and diabetes. Inadequate antenatal or prenatal care is another major source of poor health . There is an established program for this, with education to expectant mothers and parents on diets that will optimize the delivery of healthy child and reduce the complications to the mother.

 There is a wide network of physicians and healthcare facilities in Madanapalle and Bengaluru as well as Tirupathi that the team have nurtured to provide quality care beyond the basics. This seems particularly crucial when working in a remote area with limited access to modern facilities. Local people have been heavily involved in carrying out these programs. From eye clinics in villages to  administering post –op care for patients who have undergone eye- surgery, supervising treatments for TB patients and dispensing medications, there is now a team of 18 with 15 largely local support staff.  They intend to continue this approach and plan to train more such volunteers who will work in the community.

The RHC has grown with the aid of internal support and self funding as well as external donations.  It houses an X-Ray machine, once weekly ultrasound is available, a small microbiology and pathology lab, and a dispensary for a basic formulary of medications.   The technicians who help in the labs are local people trained and supervised by Drs. Kartik and Vidya. Since the last site report, a donation has also funded a van which acts as an ambulance for the transfer of sick patients. 

The lab allows for onsite diagnosis of a variety of illnesses, including HIV. The high degree of specialized expertise brought by Dr. Vidya Kalyanram, allows for local villagers to have basic blood work and pathology done closer to home, at the most advanced site in the surrounding 100kms.  The lab can charge those who can afford to pay and this subsidizes the cost for those who cannot. There is the ability to do rapid TB culture testing. 

Clinic visits are based on a sliding scale, with fee based on ration card income, and typically being a nominal range of Rs. 18 to 20, or about 40 cents. Doctors in the nearby town typically charge 5 times as much. Ninety percent of the patients have income levels of less than Rs.24,000 annually, or  $530.  There has been a steady annual increase in patients seen as evidenced by the Centers annual reports, to a current number of 18730 in 2010.  Please see the annual report, to note that the vast majority were women of various ages.  Amongst staff of the center also, women are well represented, being in the majority.

The degree of local acceptance and support for the RHC appears very high.  While visiting, patients were interviewed in Telugu.  They expressed great appreciation, and some had come from surrounding areas some distance away.  The general feeling is that the RHC provides health care that is of high quality and that is caring.  

In addition, students of classes 11 and 12 of Rishi Valley School work with the doctors and travel to the surrounding villages to do projects related to socio-economic issues, malnutrition, health status, living condition, water security and other issues relating to the villagers lives.  All of this integrated work is only possible with ongoing external support for the health center’s operations.  

While Rishi Valley School and its associated endeavors have touched the lives of many including its alumni, ironically there has been minimal infrastructure to allow for donations funded by US well wishers and alumni to these projects.  I am a family physician in California, who attended the school for a brief period in the 80’s, and whose family is ancestrally located in the village immediately over the hill range at the mouth of the valley. I therefore have a long term interest in supporting these projects, as does my family.  We anticipate following and supporting these projects on an annual site visit in order to allow for further donor directed support for this worthwhile program. As shown in the attached financials, the RHC is indeed operating on a shoestring budget, with a high degree of efficiency and accountability.

Written by Dr. Sumana Reddy and Kavi Duvvoori
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The new dental clinic





Patients waiting to be seen in central courtyard





Susheela (accounts) and Sujatha Reddy (office) in the dispensary





Maria (Lab Assistant) administering Blood Sugar Test





Outside the outpatient clinic block





New Health Center ambulance, donated by Rishi Valley School alumni








