Involvement of Lady Health Workers in the Expanded Programme of Immunisation (EPI) -Pakistan (2002) 
Immunization services do not reach large segments of Pakistan's population due to reasons such as affordability, regularity and quality of services and unreliable delivery methods. UNICEF has been supporting the Polio Eradication Campaign, Vitamin A Supplementation, routine Expanded Programme of Immunization (EPI) and supplemental activities for the elimination of maternal and neo-natal tetanus -through interventions that aim to address all factors impeding optimal service delivery. Some of the areas of intervention are: capacity building of health workers; mapping of missed-out children; and building linkages with community based initiatives for service delivery .The national EPI programme employs only 11,000 male vaccinators to implement programmes for a population of over 140 million. Cultural barriers prohibit the entry of male workers into households to vaccinate women of childbearing age. 

Advocacy efforts have now led to policy changes allowing women to provide vaccination services. With UNICEF support, the Government has trained 44,000 "Lady Health Workers" (LHWs) to make health services more accessible for women. This increases the existing workforce of vaccinators several-fold. 

LHWs with 10 years of education are recruited from within communities or are placed in rural areas under a national health programme. Door-to-door vaccination coverage of all women of childbearing age, irrespective of marital status, is carried out to prevent maternal and neonatal tetanus in high-risk districts. LHWs are trained in vaccine administration for seven days and are linked to the district vaccination teams. 

LHWs are providing tremendous support to polio eradication efforts by identifying missed children. This has resulted in a record drop in the number of reported cases of polio. In addition, effective immunization of over 11 million women against tetanus was made possible through improved community compliance -achieved due to the use of female rather than male health workers. 

Lesson Learned 

Adopting a culturally acceptable approach helps objectives to be reached. The training of LHWs has also shown that policy changes can open up opportunities for other interventions, such as routine EPI and measles control. While the health workforce may have increased substantially, there has been a marked empowerment of women resulting in the immunization of children and women. Long-term investments in the skills of LHWs may also contribute to the reduction of infant and maternal mortality.  Some 22,000 infant deaths per year could be averted through tetanus prevention campaigns. Anecdotal evidence also suggests a decrease in tetanus-related maternal deaths.

The challenge remains to sustain these gains -for example by ensuring follow-up tetanus coverage for women through routine vaccination. Regular surveillance of tetanus toxoid coverage and the promotion of safe delivery practices are equally important prevention strategies.

