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The global context

• Chinese Barefoot doctors

• Alma-Ata Conference 1978: 'Health for All by the 

Year 2000' 

– Defined health as an outcome of interaction among social and 
economic factors and as fundamental human right

– Adopted  comprehensive primary health care to achieve health for all

– Called for multi-sectoral and multi-disciplinary actions

– Disease prevention and health promotion 

– Food supply and nutrition, water and sanitation

– MCH, immunization, treatment of common diseases and injuries, 

mental health and oral health



SA context

NGO’s:

• Using health as an organising issue

• Transferring skills and knowledge

• Prevention of disease and promotion of 

health through empowering communities 

to become involved in health projects. 



2 approaches to health care

David Werner “Where there is no doctor”



CHW programmes in SA

• Apartheid health policies and limited 

access to health services for majority

• SA conferences inspired by Alma Ata          

e.g. Economics on health care (HCT), 

SACLA conference

• Mid1970’s – 80’s emergence of CHW 

programmes – EC, WC, KZN, etc

• Valley Trust, SACLA, Valley Trust



Critical Health 1986



Role of CHW’s

Predominant profile of areas where CHW 

programmes worked :

– Rural and urban

– High poverty

– Often no government health services, 

– No or limited sanitation

– Inadequate/unsafe water supply

– Poor housing 

– etc



Critical Health 1986



Criteria 

• Resident in and accountable to the 

community;

• Respected in the community

• Should be able to read and write in basic 

English

• 3 month basic training and ongoing short 

courses and refresher 



Western Cape – CHW training centre



David Werner



Role of CHW’s

• Comprehensive PHC and adapted 

according to community needs:

– Health promotion

– Disease prevention

– Limited curative

– Rehabilitative

– Health and SDH

– Comprehensive role, not vertical programmes



CHW role

• Each served 250 houses

• Home visits – proactive

• Workshops and health education

• TB Dots

• Counselling and support of victims of 

abuse

• Emergency first aid 

• Limited curative services





Partnering with communities - Sept ‘93



• “ CHW’s are members of the community 

where they work, should be selected by 

the communities; should be answerable to 

the communities for their activities; should 

be supported by the health system but not 

necessarily as a part of its organisation; 

and have a shorter training than 

professional workers”. [WHO, 1987]



Principles and way of working

• Election and accountability

• Community involvement

• Health committees

• Inter sectoral collaboration

• Participatory processes

• Some worked closely with traditional 

health practitioners



Lead up to 1994

• Progressive health sector involvement in 

health policy formulation

• 1st draft of ANC health policies –

highlighted large role for CHW’s

• Town Hall meetings pre –election.... 

CHW’s



RDP



October 1994



1996



Provincial differences

Examples:

• KZN – supportive of CHW’s

• Western Cape – donors withdrawing, 

provincial government not supporting

– Threat of closure +++



EU funding 1998

HCT, SACLA, Zibonele, CHW TC



2002



Provincial discretion

• Vertical CBHW programmes:

– TB

– HIV Treatment supporters

– Malaria workers

– HIV councillors

– HBC

– Eye care workers

– IMCI

– etc



• Generalist CHW’s downscaled

• Volunteers or stipend

• Often lack of acceptance by government 

health services

• Many work parallel to government services

• Little community development, advocacy 

or inter sectoral collaboration

• Loss of skills as people moved on



Conclusion

• Come full cycle

• Renewed talk of generalist CHW

• Recognition of comprehensive PHC 

• Inter sectoral

• Opportunity for change

“Health for all now”



The Right to Health Campaign
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Thank you

www.phmovement.org

http://www.phmovement.org/

