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Kerala continues to deal competently with
the Covid-19 pandemic as well
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Opinion | Centre will need to nurse the Constitution and India back to good
health

Early developrment was not restricred 1o health: if anything, 1t was more evident in
education. Travancore. Kochl and toa certain extent Malabar, were ahead of other
seates in India in providing access to primary and secondary education to people.
This was the result of sarly investment in the school system by the Maharajas, as
well as the initiatives of missionaries who were active in the state, and other
community organisations, cutting scross caste and class barriers. The education of
girls was also specifically emphasised.

Spending on health

Crude desth rate and infant mortality rats in these regions started to trend helow
the all-India figures as early as 1911 The proportion of hirths in hosplials also went
up. By 1957, Kerala already had betier statistics In education, health, birth and
death. Over the years, successive state governments have spent & large proportion
of their expenditars on these “service” sectors, This as & propertion of public
expenditure ks among the largest ameng Indian states,

By the 19705 the state had progressed towards the Indian government's proclaimed
ohjective of creating PHCs for every 1,060,000 population. The comman people,
especially women and children, used these health centres. Childbirths in health
care institutions became more common rather than at home. In this, the
improvement in education of women helped, as the tahoos agemst women coming
out of their homes fast disappeared. In a sense, the state as a whole moved ina
trajectory that in other parts of India was perhaps confined to the nthan areas
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Fizeal problems & rise of private sector

By the 19805 and "90s though, the state had run into fiscal difficulties. The growth of
revenue expenditure, largely going to salaries of staff, squeezed the spending on
infrastrueture and consumahles, in tarn affecting the guality of care. Since the
public continued 1o demand hospital care, the situation provided ample scope for
the growth of a thriving private sector in health. By the later half of the 19305, the
Facilities in private institutions had outgrown those in government institutions; a
larger proportion of the public alse preferred private care, a5 shown in surveys.

Opinion | If the lockdown iz not lifted, there may be defiance on a larger scale

than at present
World Bank & other interventions

Arcund this time, the World Bank and other lending instiatons Increasingly
provided loans for health system development, and Kerala was one of the Indian
seates 1o make use of them. At the ssme time, the World Bank, in line with its
philosophy of encouraging private nitiative, wied to restructure the government
health system, significantly pressing for the inoroduction of user fees, In Kerala, this
was resisted by a strong coalition of civil society,

One important piece of legislation at the time was instrumental in changing the
face of healtheare again: the decentralisation of power to the panchayvats and ather

local bodies. This brought health institutions under the direct administration of
local bodtes, and also provided them more funds, Many local bodles utilised this
oppertunity to irnprove the facilities in hogpitals. This was the beginning of revival
of the pu

sertor in health in Rerala,
Re-emergence of the publie sector

Recent years have seen many initiatives in the government health sector; and 10-20
per cent of people have moved back to the public sector, More sophisticated care is
availahile a1 taluks and district hospiiale as well as government medical colleges.
Successive governments have provided improved funding at different tiers of
gOVErMMEnt institurions. This has been facilitated in recent years by committed
political leadership in the health sector, supported by competent
helping the state weather repeated challenges posed in recent vears by two
devastating floods as well as threat of the Nipah virus. And now, Kerala continues

reaucracy,

to deal compatently with the Covid-19 pandemic as well.

This article appeared in the print edition of May 10, 2020, under the title
‘Behind Rerala corona success, a long legacy'. The author is a public health
expert and an emeritus professor at the Sree Chitra Tirunal Institute for

Meddical Sclences and Technology
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