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WE, the members of the Hyderabad
branch of  the Indian Women Scientists’
Association are seriously concerned
over the health ministry’s recently
announced proposal to liberalize the
distribution of oral contraceptives
through village level health workers.

While we fully realize the urgent
need to reach safe and effective birth
control to rural and urban men and
women, the proposed pill programme will
neither be safe nor effective. At our
meeting on March 9, we discussed the
implications of allowing the pill to be
prescribed by the lowest level
paramedical staff, and we are
unanimously agreed that such a move
will not only fail to serve the purpose of
reducing the population growth rate, but
will be counter productive. We feel that
the funds can be more effectively used
to augment the health services and to
popularize other methods of
contraception such as the barrier
methods, the intrauterine devices,
tubectomy and vasectomy. Also, the
facilities for safe abortion need to be
improved in rural areas.

Some of us are doctors and scientists
who know from past field experiences
that village health workers cannot be
expected to ensure safe pill distribution.
No training can overnight change this
fact. Target oriented incentives will result
in irresponsible pill promotion, which will
eventually backfire on the entire family
planning programme. Though oral pills
are effective if taken daily and are safe
for women who do not have certain
contra indications, they cannot be
prescribed for women with a past or
present history of a variety of diseases
such as diabetes, liver disorders, blood
pressure, thromboembolism, rheumatic
heart disease, cancer, depression. There
is no national data of the prevalence of
these diseases among Indian women. A
village health worker cannot identify the
women at risk nor can one be sure that
the women would consult a doctor
within two or three months of starting
the use of the oral contraceptive, as they
are supposed to do.

A village level worker would not be
able to ensure regular pill intake. If for
some reason there is short supply, he or
she may distribute the few pills all round,
little realizing the ill consequences. There
is every possibility that under a mistaken
notion oral pills will be used to terminate
unwanted pregnancies. Oral
contraceptives taken during early
pregnancy can be injurious to the
foetus. The failure rate due to irregular
intake of oral contraceptives is likely to
be as high as in other safer methods such
as the barrier method.

In rural India, prolonged lactation
often provides natural contraception
with an interpregnancy interval of two
or three years. Oral contraceptives are
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known to suppress lactation, and thereby
increase the chances of conception.

Unfortunately the cervical cap which
used to be available at one time, is no
longer available in India. Even the loop
is not made freely available to
government and private doctors who are
keen to do family planning work. The
services of village health workers can be
better utilized to motivate couples to use
these safer reversible methods for
spacing, and to encourage sterilization
of the husband or the wife when the
family size is complete. In the very few
instances where the woman and the
doctor feel that an oral contraceptive is
the best option,, only a doctor should
prescribe it.

ONCE upon a time there was a very
proud young prince, and he had reason
to be proud. He was heir to the kingdom,
he was handsome and healthy. He had
been extremely well  educated, and all
the social graces that could reasonably
be taught had been carefully inculcated
in him. What was more, his father was a
king, and his father’s father, and his father
before that, so his right to rule was
absolutely undisputed.

Now, when it was time for this young
man to marry, he said to his father : “Father,
you have always said that only the best
is fit for me. I have the best falcons and
the best  hounds and the best stallions in
all the world. But where will you find a
bride who is worthy of me?”

The king did not think that this would
be much of a problem. He had contests

instituted throughout the kingdom.
There were contests for beauty, and
contests for strength, and contests for
knowledge and intelligence and wit, and
there were skill testing contests for all
sorts of things such as archery and
music.

When the tests were all done, the
winners of the contests were presented
to the prince. He looked them all over.
Their credentials were good. Indeed he
began to be afraid that some of their
credentials were better than his own.
“These women have excelled”, he said
to his father, “But they seem to be lacking
in the womanly qualities.” “Well, of
course”, said his father, “I have weeded
these out. You can now choose from
those who did not compete.”
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