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Antenatal services. Expectant mothers walt to be attended to at Kawaala Health Centre IV in October. potos sy ackeL MABALA

. Are health centres
- remembered only
" during campaigns?

BY ISAAC MUFUMBA
imufumba@ug nationmedia.com

THE PROMISE:

In the run up to the March 2016 General
Elections, the ruling National Resistance
Movement (NRM) released a campaign
manifesto in which the party committed
itselfto presiding over a gradual increment
inthenumber of workersin health facilities
countrywide.

“In order to improve the human

resource in the health sector, the NRM .
will undertake...to recruit health workers,
to 100 per cent staffing level by 2018,” the |

manifesto reads in part.

By the time the manifesto was put in
the public domain the Uganda Bureau
of Statistics (UBOS) had just released
a statistical abstract, which revealed
a deficit in staffing levels for the 2,998
health centres in the mostly rural parts of
the country.

< - The report, which skipped mentioning

the deficits in staffing levels in major
hospitals and urban centres revealed that
only 40,375 out of the approved 58,000

- posts had been filled, leaving a gap of
. 18,316, about 31 per cent of approved posts

vacant. - R TR R
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f the contents of the third Health Sector

Barometer on “Seeking a new Consensus
on Health Services” which was delivered by
the Uganda Medical Association to President
Museveni at State House Entebbe on
October 31 is anything to go by, the health
system needs more than recruitment of staff
forit to function properly.

Medical warkers are not well facilitated,
they are poorly motivated and have no work
equipment.

Drug stock-outs are constant. Patients have
to buy drugs and sundries such as cotton
wool and gloves from private clinics before
they can attended to.

Going into specific areas, the 2015/2016
annual Health sector performance review
revealed that Uganda has a staffing gap of
73 per cent anesthetic officers, 60 per cent
pharmacists, 51 per cent, and 25 per cent
midwives.

Very worrying! Right? Yes, but it was
actually animprovement. The situation had
been worse prior to 2011/2012.

If the Health Sector Development Plan

' (2015/16-2019/20), which was published

in September 2015, is anything to go by,

. the; manpower deficit in' Uganda’s. health
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Unfortunately, some overzealous Resident
District Commissioners (RDCs) and members
of the State House based Medical and Health
Services Delivery Monitoring Unit havg been
pouncing on medical workers and subjecting
them to arrests, other forms of torture and
harassment basing on rumour. Blaming the
failings of the health system on medical
warkers is not helpful. The challenges of

the health secter have to be addressed in a
holistic manner.

We ;gree that medical workers have
to be better paid and we do appreciate
government's announcement that it is going

‘to improve their salaries come July 2018, but

health centers nesd to be fully equiped.

facilities had with donor support been
decreased from about 44 per cent in about
2000 to between 30 and 31 per cent in the
financial year 2013/2014.

The same document states that staffing
levels had been maintained at 70 per cent in
the financial year 2015/2016.

According to the 2016 manifesto, the idea
was to circumvent the rigorous recruitment
regime which entails going through
the public, health and district service
commissions. -

“Toavoid delaysin the recruitment, health
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rs will be posted by the Ministry of
‘mr{}cﬁmmediately after completigg of
Hed (ration to fill gaps within the ceiling of
fnceds in the sector. The Health Service
ot mission and the District Service
:missions will only be required to
:l fdate their appointments,” the manifesto
v : .
read lrnh ealthservicedeliveryingovernment
th facilities across the country has been
hed.  scsue since the NRM came to power
1986. -
however, assumed more
rominence in the last one-and-a-half
Eecades and became a major campaign
issueinthe 2011 General Elections.’

As the then FDC Presidential candidate,
colDrKizza Besigye, traversed the country
i the Tun up to thg February 18, 2011
elections, he was quick to latch on the
challenges in the public healtl:x system and
sought touse the NRM campaign slogan of
“NRM Pakalast” to his own advantage.

« hear some of our friends in the NRM
saying that NRM Paka last, but the only
thing that they are saying is that poverty

aka last; poor education standards in our
schools pakalast; lack of healthworkers and
drugs in our health centers paka last. Yes,
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 posts was meant 10
hichis acouple of weeks
away, only the devels tomd e of
the Health Service Cory onwas fulilled
and the Ministry of Health launched an
Flectrorie Rocruitment system (FRS),

In what appears to have been a move
designed to meet the wish listed in the
manifesto, the ERS allows for health
workers to be recruited without going
through traditional recruitment processes
that entail the tedious journeys to Kampala
for cither interviews or regastering official
complaints,

The chairperson of the HSC, DR Pius
Okong, said ERS had been developed tohelp
the l.)mly improve on, among others, data
shnnngnnrl transparency, and also provide
HSC with an opportunity to conduet online
assessments of candidates,

It is still carly days to establish how
far the innovation has gone in achieving
those objectives especially in light of the
high levels of computer and Information
CommunlmtinnTvclmnlo;zy(l(,'l‘)illitcmcy
among existing and potential health
workers countrywide,

nnothing was done

have been done

IMPACT

The doctor to patient ratio has remained
Pathetically high at 1:24,000 which is way
above the World Health Organisation’s
(WHOs) recommended ratio of 1:1,000. WHO
has since projected that the ratio should be
coming down to 1:600 by 2020 if doctors
if patients are to have effective medical
attention in the facilities.

Uganda is one of the 49 countries that
the World Bank categorised as low income
¢conomies, which cannot meet the minimum
lhrcsh_old of 23 medical doctors, nurses
and midwives per 10,000 people, a figure
that WHO set as a necessary in the quest to
deliver essential maternal and child health

services
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“Fright now (befors tha reading n'_le
budqet for the fin anelal year 2017/2018)
the Health Sendce Comtmission is in the
process of enilting merdical werkers for
1ot of tha [61)s across the country” =
lﬂ:!;’u- 15 however no syidence ";-H stalf
315 have boen recruited
’T?':';;:L;J;q'::vmlm of the Ministry of
Health for the financial year 2017/2018
indicates that the health sector (= 21l
doqged by “Inadeqiiate statfing at all
lavals™ It adda that “Current ataffing
(lovels stand) at 70% though 4taffing
norms (are) below the service delivery
needs”
Sactions of the local media quoted
tha Under Secratary in charge of
Adminlstration and Finance in
the Minlstry of Health, Mr Ronald
Saegawa Gyagenda, saying that
the planned recrultments will be
happening as soon as January this year
Mr Sseqawa was however not avallable
for a comment on how the processis to
be implemented.

The sum total of this situation is
that government health facilities are
perpetually overcrowded and available
medical workers are stretched to the limit.
This therefore means that fewer people
get toaccess the kind of care and attention
that they would have loved to get at the
hands of the country’s medical workers.

The staff shortages have contributed
to the poor working conditions in the
hospitals in government health facilities,
which was one of the reasons advanced
when medical doctors under the Uganda
Medical Union (UMU) advanced when
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Troatment. A
nurse attends
to a patient at
Kisoro Referral
Hospital In April.
PHOTOS BY RACHEL
MABALA
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they downed their tools early in November
to protest among other things the poor
pay and end to harassment of medical
workers by the State House based Health
Monitoring Unit (HMU).

The HMU was established by President
Museveni in the first half of the first decade
of the raillennium “to monitor and work
out solutions to problems in the health
sector”.
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