Partnerships for Immunization – Zambia 2003

Background

By far the most important lesson learned in 2003 was the value of creative partnerships to support immunization campaign activities in Zambia.  What is new is that the partnerships built were very broad based – including private sector organizations and NGOs who would normally not have played a role.  Innovation was made possible because of strong leadership in the Ministry of Health (MoH) and a long tradition of interagency collaboration.  In 2002, Zambia conducted a mass campaign to reach high risk children in drought affected areas with Measles vaccine and Vitamin A.  This highly successful effort laid the foundation on which partnerships strategies for a national campaign were planned.  Partners approached the 2003 challenges with a sense of surety that targets, while very daunting, could be reached.  They also began with a sense of shared trust, a willingness to be transparent, and a desire to share both successes and risks.  
Strategy

Funds were obtained in 2002 and vaccine orders placed early. Microplanning exercises began in January 2003 and training in April 2003.  The Interagency Coordinating Committee (ICC) saw high level attendance at regular meetings throughout 2003.  Teams  were formed to work together on logistics planning, social mobilization, the training of health workers and other critical tasks.  A consolidated budget and workplan were developed and shared with all partners.  Overall coordination was handled in a highly professional manner by the staff of the Immunization section of the MoH.  They made certain that each partner knew exactly what was expected and the dates on which work was expected to be completed.  Information was shared with all partners making use of a range of methods including e-mail and a newsletter produced by the MoH.  There were few surprises.  Frequent meetings assured that complications were identified and remedies sought expeditiously.  External advisors were engaged and their findings, suggestions and concerns were shared.  Over time this further enhanced a collective sense of confidence.
Results  Achieved 

As a result of the factors above, it was possible to plan for the incorporation of Vitamin A administration, the distribution of Insecticide Treated Bed Nets and the administration of Mebendazole into the Measles campaign.  It was also possible to expand the range of partners well beyond those traditionally engaged in immunization efforts.  The Minister of Health personally led a successful effort to bring other Government entities such as the Ministry of Information and Ministry of Education on board and to extract major contributions from each for social mobilization.  A partners meeting was held in April 2003 to solidify commitments.  The private sector was encouraged to play a role and their pledges were given wide public exposure.  Cash contributions were welcomed as were in-kind donations from a wide range of organizations.  For example, Standard Charter Bank made a cash donation, and several media outlets provided free airtime and media announcements. 
Lessons Learned
The inclusion of “Right to Play,” an NGO working to increase access to sport and recreation, produced unanticipated results.  Right to Play’s involvement of celebrity sports figures led by Kalusha Bwalya, a highly popular footballer, helped to increase  mobilization.  Just as successful were the “sports clinics” held by Right to Play in five districts.  On the day that the campaign began, children were actually seen “running to the clinics” to get their “jab” and then join the sports fun.  The impact on the turnout at vaccination posts was spectacular.  The major beneficiaries were the 5 million Zambian children who were reached with Measles vaccines, the 1.8 million who received Vitamin A supplements, the 1.6 million who were dewormed and the 82,649 children and women who receive free or subsidized bed nets during the campaign in June 2003.  In August, the MoH held a special event to announce the results, congratulate and thank the many internal and external partners.  In the months since, there has been a precipitous decline in the incidence of measles. 
An unexpected but greatly appreciated recognition came when Zambia and its partners received the 2003 African Task Force on Immunization (TFI) award for outstanding support to immunization and “an exemplary Nationwide Measles Campaign.”  The award letter described the campaign in Zambia as the “gold standard” in maximizing available resources and delivering interventions for children's health. 
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