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Fighting Malaria with Microfinance
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With an estimated 80 million cases of malaria in India annually, the disease is one of the country’s most pervasive and challenging health issues (Korenromp 2005).  Malaria is not only a health issue, but also a major deterrent to economic development (Sachs and Malaney 2002).  Money spent on treatment, lost days of work and lowered efficiency are all contributors to poor household’s inability to improve their economic status.  Survey data collected by the Centre for Micro Finance (CMF) show that in Western Orissa, families report a cost of Rs. 1500 per malaria episode for any member of household, with 70% of households reporting at least one case of malaria in the last 6 months.  Blood tests found 12% current infection among the sample populace, of which 90% were “brain malaria,” the possibly fatal form of the disease.  
Increasing the use of insecticide treated nets (ITNs) among the rural poor could be a cheap and simple way of bettering health and economic outcomes for the rural poor.
  The use of ITN for prevention of malaria has been advocated by several international bodies, and multiple studies have shown that ITNs significantly reduce malaria-related morbidity and mortality.  Yet despite their simplicity, relatively low cost and numerous efforts by various advocacy groups and governments to promote net use, the adoption rate of ITNs in many malaria-endemic areas remains low.
The explanations for continued low coverage of ITNs include the logistical difficulties associated with distribution, social acceptance, and cost.  Although untreated nets are available in the market for less than 100 rupees, in areas such as highly malarious Orissa, India’s poorest state, even this nominal cost can be prohibitive.  It is possible that the lack of cheap sources of credit, in order to borrow to purchase ITNs, is another important inhibiter to ITN use. The direct and indirect expenses associated with these cases of malaria are also reasons why microfinance clients may not be able to repay their loan or increase their debt capacity.
Considering these causes of low ITN coverage and the need to protect Orissa’s rural population from malaria, CMF and the Bharat Integrated Social Welfare Agency (BISWA) are currently conducting a randomized evaluation of BISWA’s malaria bed net program.  This is a pilot program intended to see if the use of BISWA’s microfinance distribution channel to distribute ITNs can be a sustainable and high impact intervention.  
One hundred and fifty villages across five districts of Western Orissa in which BISWA operates were chosen for the pilot program and evaluation.  After conducting a baseline survey of the households of 15 SHG members in each of the 150 villages, the villages were randomly divided into three groups. One third of the villages received only an information campaign, which consisted of an hour-long session on the causes and effects of malaria and the use of bednets as a preventive measure. Another third was given the same information campaign as well as enough free ITNs to cover all or most household members, with emphasis placed on covering pregnant women and all children under five. The third group of villages was exposed to the information campaign and then offered the opportunity to purchase bednets from BISWA either on credit or in cash. In addition, the third group was offered two different purchasing contracts, one that was inclusive of two additional retreatments, to be done 6 and 12 months after the sale of the nets, and another that was exclusive of retreatment. The diagram below demonstrates different interventions for each of the three groups.
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Members of Group 2 received 4,078 nets, while 1,128 nets were purchased by members in Group 3.  The households in Group 3 were offered two separate opportunities to purchase nets that were at least a month apart.  The second visit did lead to approximately 25% increase in net sales.
Sixty percent of households in Group 3 chose to purchase at least one net, with an average of 1.24 nets purchased per household.  The substantial number of nets purchased also suggests that the sale of ITNs on micro-credit very well could be a powerful tool for sustainably increasing ITN coverage and health outcomes. Ninety seven percent of nets purchased were bought on credit, leading to the conclusion that households value the opportunity to borrow to purchase an ITN.

Fifty percent of nets purchased were purchased on the contract that was inclusive of two additional insecticide treatments.  Utilizing the baseline data, the researchers were unable to find any beliefs or household characteristics that indicated whether a household was more likely to purchase nets including retreatments.  This may mean that offering only contracts that are inclusive of retreatments would be simpler, better clients, and unlikely to affect take up.
During the summer of 2008, eight months after the original distribution of nets, a short study was conducted in 12 villages to understand if the offer of ITNs, through free distribution or sale, affected the behavior of the SHG members’ social contacts.
  Preliminary data shows that the use of bed nets has increased among these social contacts.  If through further investigation this proves to be true, it indicates that the introduction of ITNs into SHGs improves outcomes for not just those the intervention is targeted towards.  This could lead to an enhanced reputation of the MFI and a larger client base for the MFI because of the improved health and economic status of those who are not currently members, but could be in the future.
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� Dipping bed nets in insecticide greatly increase their effectiveness because the insecticide will kill mosquitoes and thus not only protect the person sleeping under the net but also reduce the general mosquito population in the village.


� Social contacts are those that a member of the household reported speaking to about “health”, “money”, “malaria” or other “important” matters.
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