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Bihar has 544 sanctioned ICDS (Integrated 
Child Development Scheme) projects, 
with 80797 Anganwadi Centres. The 
Anganwadi workers (AWWs) support 
the Polio immunization campaign as 
vaccinators or mobilizers, moving with 
vaccination teams and providing them 
information about newborns and (less 
than) 5-year old children in every household 
in their respective area. They are also 
engaged in finding out the underlying 
reasons for refusal to polio vaccine, as 
well as the details of left-over houses and 
feedback on return of children in (these) 
houses during the vaccination rounds. In 
short, the AWWs are the backbone of 
the Polio eradication campaign in Bihar. 
Their role as vaccinators has now been 
enhanced to eighty four percent.

This is the extra-ordinary story of two such 
committed workers…

It was an extremely hot day in May, 2008, 
and not a soul stirred in the villages of 
Khagaria district in Bihar. The polio ‘A’ 
team (‘A’ team is tasked with polio-related 
activities from Sunday to Thursday, with 
Friday for planning; the ‘B’ team works 
on Saturday visiting ‘X’ houses i.e. the 
houses which have not been covered for 

some reason) was nevertheless busy with 
the day’s activities. The mop-up round had 
been inaugurated by District Magistrate 
(DM), Khagraia, Mr. UM Thakur, at the 
Sadar Hospital, in the presence of various 
district and line department officials, 
including the Civil Surgeon (CS). 

Mr. Thakur was an officer who would not 
accept nonsense in work and was well-
known in the administrative circles, a 
facet that was often looked at with great 
trepidation and foreboding by many. He 

had also made it a personal mission to see 
that the polio campaign in Khagaria district 
went off efficiently and effectively. 

To observe first-hand the on-going polio 
mop-up round, Mr. Thakur along with 
the Civil Surgeon, Dr UC Mishra, and 
UNICEF’s Sub-region Coordinator (SRC) 
Dr Firoj Ashrat Khan, traveled to Mansi 
PHC.  To his dismay he found that most 
Medical Officers (MO) were not present.  
However, after inquiry, he learnt that all 
MOs were ‘in the field’ to monitor the 
mop-up round. 

The DM then drove to the little-known 
village of Bora Kothi Musahari village. 
When he arrived, he was extremely 
surprised know that almost 80% of the 
day’s activities had already been completed 
– and it was only 1.15 pm! The DM went 
on a house-to-house round, and was told 
by the villagers that each house had been 
covered by the polio team. One name that 
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kept cropping up with regularity was that 
of Julie, the local anganwadi worker. 

The DM met Julie and asked her to 
show him the day’s activity plan. He was 
surprised to find that every thing was 
meticulously charted out and up-to-date. 
Fascinated, he requested Julie to explain 
to him how she was able to finish the day’s 
work in half-a day. Julie informed that all 
the villagers not only voluntarily came 
forward with their children for the polio 
drops, but they also helped in facilitating 
the children whose parents were not at 
home. After work, Julie, decided to go 
to the Pratirakshan Sthal (PKS) instead 
of going home (PKS is a fixed point in 
any village, for example a temple etc. 
where one of the two teams was based 
throughout the day to administer polio 
drops to passers-by). 

The DM applauded her work and as a 
symbol of appreciation, he felicitated her 
with a scroll of honor and a shawl. This 
was on 15th of August, 2008, witnessed 
by a huge gathering of dignitaries. 

A psychology honors graduate, Julie, has 
a daughter and two sons. Her dedication 
towards her work has made her a celebrity 
and a source of inspiration for other teams. 
She humbly credits God for her success. 
“God always supports and helps good 
people and good work. I am just happy to 
see all the children healthy, thanks to the 
encouragement I constantly receive from 
UNICEF and the government,” she says. She 
further adds that “it is not only that I have 
been honored, but my fellow anganwadi 
workers, ASHAs and other women 
vaccinators share the honor equally.” 
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Mr. UM Thakur awarding Julie on Independence Day
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The case of Gunjan Kumari of Raghopur 
block in Vaishali district is equally admirable. 
She is one of the 80000 Polio vaccinators 
deployed in the battle against Polio. 
During the December 2008 polio round, 
she was also engaged in administering 
Polio vaccine to children in her Anganwadi 
Centre coverage area. As generally 
happens in rural North Bihar, Gunjan 
Kumari’s husband had left his village as 
a migrant labourer, leaving Gunjan alone 
to take care of her ailing father-in-law. 
As a result, Gunjan was single-handedly 
looking after her household, ailing father-
in-law and running the AWC.  

It was during the round that one night, 
her father-in-law passed away, leaving her 
absolutely shocked and at a loss in her 
hour of grief.

The next morning, fellow villagers 
gathered at her house to help her 
prepare for the funeral. They were taken 
aback to see that Gunjan was already 
ready with her vaccine carrier and was 
going out on her daily house-to-house 
vaccination routine. “My father-in-law is 
no more. I will conduct the final ritual, 
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which is my moral responsibility. But 
right now, my prime moral responsibility 
is to administer Polio drops to children 
in my area. I will return in the evening, 
and after that the funeral rituals will be 
held,” she said to her neighbours. And 
before the import of her remarks had 
even begun to sink, she left for the field, 
accompanied with an ASHA worker, 
Sunita Devi. 

Many colleagues and friends begged 
Gunjan that they would take on the 
responsibility of carrying out the polio 
round on her behalf, but she steadfastly 
stuck to her stand and gracefully declined 
any help. 

In the evening, when Gunjan returned 
from the field, she carried out all the 
rituals required for a family member who 
had passed away. The funeral of her late 
father-in-law was conducted with grace 
and sobriety befitting him. Her spirit and 
courage under the circumstances touched 
the hearts of all who knew her and set 
an example of prioritizing community 
before self.
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Child vaccinated by Gunjan AWW

Finger marking by Gunjan AWW

Gunjan’s perseverance set a remarkable 
example of commitment and dedication 
to work. Subsequently, she was felicitated 
by the District Magistrate (DM) and Civil 
Surgeon (CS) of Vaishali district for her 
conscientiousness and commitment 
towards her work.
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Spotlight
Polio Field Volunteer Shiv Shankar Sharma
Source: IVD/WHO/January 2009
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On polio campaign day the alarm sounds 
at 4am for Shiv Shankar Sharma. As a field 
volunteer (FV) with the WHO-National 
Polio Surveillance Project (NPSP) in the 
Ghazaiabad district of UP, monitoring 
the cold chain, vaccine distribution, 
house-to-house vaccination and sharing 
feedback on campaign activities are all in 
a day’s work.

Ahead of the polio campaigns, Sharma 
helps health department officials to plan 
the immunization round in Ghaziabad’s 
Dasna block, where he is based. He helps 
organize manpower and ensures each 
vaccination team contains a member from 
the community and a female vaccinator 
who have easy access to households.

Rightly called the ‘eyes and ears’ of WHO-
NPSP in the field, volunteers like Sharma 
also work with prominent community 
members to seek their support as 
‘influencers’ during campaigns. Such 
influencers can play a key role in 
persuading reluctant families to vaccinate 
their children.

In addition to supporting polio campaigns, 
the FVs also support polio surveillance. 
Sharma helps the NPSP Surveillance 

Medical Officer (SMO) identify informers 
(those who report possible cases) and 
ensures that the reporting units send 
their weekly acute flaccid paralysis (AFP) 
reports on time. He also tracks AFP cases, 
confirming the addresses of affected 
children and ensuring adequate and 
timely submission of their stool samples. 
In addition, Sharma is also assisting the 
SMO in an ongoing AFP-based serological 
study to assess children’s immunity to 
polioviruses.

Sharma holds a BSC in Biology and a 
Diploma in Pharmacy and joined the NPSP 
in November 2002. He chose to be a field 
volunteer, but his qualifications may have 
secured him a plum job elsewhere.

The job also has many challenges. 
“Not only are the working house long 
during campaigns, I also need to travel 
150 to 200 kilometers per day to track 
AFP reports, even in extreme weather 
conditions. It is extremely important for 
the programme that all AFP cases are 
promptly reported and investigated”.

The FVs also monitor the twice-
weekly routine immunization sessions. 
Believing that “the routine immunization 

programme needs a boost,” Yet Sharma 
is positive about children’s health in 
the coming years. “We are working for 
the children. The Indian National Rural 
Health Mission is in the early stages but 
it will surely make progress.”

Sharma recognizes that it is not only 
children’s health which is benefiting 
from immunization. Working as a polio 
campaign field volunteer has also helped 
him take a step closer to achieving his 
own ambitions. “I will grow as a good 
communicator. This experience has 
helped boost my confidence. Working 
for WHO and at the grass-roots level will 
add to my profile and help me get good 
job opportunities in future when polio is 
eradicated.”
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while P3 cases were being reported, 
OPV 3 was not being administered 
during the rounds.

The analysis compared content, quantity 
and quality of newspaper accounts about 
polio in the period January to March 2009 
period with the same period in 2008 
in Lucknow and six high risk regions of 
Western Uttar Pradesh – Meerut (inclusive 
of Muzzafarnagar), Ghaziabad, Aligarh 
(inclusive of Etah), Agra (inclusive of 
Firozabad), Bareilly (inclusive of Badaun), 
Moradabad (inclusive of Rampur, Bijnore 
and JP Nagar). Four leading vernacular 
dailies from 14 SM Net district are monitored 
for the media analysis. These include 

critical districts such as Badaun, Firozabad, 
Muzzafarnagar, Etah and Rampur

During the first quarter of 2009 a major 
part negative reportage has been around 
logistics failure, politicization of the 
polio programme, polio teams being 
beaten, communities refusing/rejecting 
the vaccine. At the same time positive 
stories were based on key support factors 
such as programme success, government 
initiative, community, partner and donor 
support including the support received 
from the Muslim community.

Coverage of polio related news (including 
human-interest stories) constantly 

compete with economic and political 
news, including with varied development 
concerns such as livelihoods, public 
distribution of ration for poor families 
and schools/education. With continued 
polio vaccination rounds, especially in 
endemic states of UP & Bihar, it is often 
dubbed as “news fatigue” by the media 
community. Therefore, the media-space 
granted to polio issues is primarily centred 
around either the reporting of AFP cases 
or on special events that generate public 
interest (as is termed “news worthy”). 
This trend is also noticed in the media 
coverage obtained in the last few quarters. 
In the evolving strategy for Polio related 
communication, ample provision is being 
kept for enhanced media engagement 
on polio and associated issues, including 
fostering greater public interaction of 
polio-advocates/celebrities.

Print media content analysis of negative indicators (Western UP districts)
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