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Letter from Chennai

THE WAR ON QUACKS
Quack: (Abbreviation of quacksalver): A person who pretends to
have medical skill or knowledge. Any person who professes a
knowledge or skill which he or she does not have; a charlatan.

Quacksalver is derived from the Dutch kwakzalver, meaning
one who boasts or shouts about salves, hence one who peddles his
salves or ointments.

The Tamil Nadu branch of the Indian Medical Association
(IMA) launched a campaign against quacks a year ago. Some
30 000 people practise allopathic medicine without having a
qualification that can be registered with the Medical Council of
India (MCI) or any of its sister councils. The IMA has 22 000
members in the state, and they are outnumbered by unqualified
practitioners, who compete for patients. The members of the IMA
report such people to the police, and action is taken against them.
However, the IMA hopes the government will enact legislation
that enhances the punishment for practising without a qualification.
Currently a person practising any system of medicine without
registration by the appropriate council is liable to a fine of  ̀ 1000
and a year’s imprisonment. The Tamil Nadu IMA would like it to
be enhanced to 10 years’ imprisonment, which, it hopes, should
prove a more effective deterrent.

There have been sporadic arrests of people treating patients
even though they had no registrable qualification. By June 2010,
the IMA had provided a list of 2000 names to the police. Only 170
had been arrested. They included people with qualifications in
Siddha or homoeopathy prescribing allopathic medicines. It is
chastening to remember that the Madhya Pradesh High Court
some years ago declared that an allopath has no right to prescribe
Ayurvedic or homoeopathic medicines, something that many of
our allopathic colleagues in fact do.

The government asked the district administrations to form
special teams comprising a Deputy Superintendent of Police, the
Joint Director and the Deputy Director of Health Services, the
Deputy Director of Medical and Rural Health Services and
Family Welfare, and the District Siddha Medical Officer to
conduct joint inspections and take appropriate action. Dates for
the inspection were to be fixed by the Drugs Inspector in
consultation with all the members. I wonder how easy it will
prove to get all these worthies together on any given day at one
time, but the threat itself had the effect of making some 50
quacks close their establishments and disappear, at least
temporarily.

The IMA also objects to physiotherapists styling themselves as
doctors. A number of physiotherapists from many districts of the
state assembled and formed a ‘Forum for Physiotherapists’. They
condemned the IMA for labelling them as quacks. They were
legitimate practitioners of their branch of medicine. They demanded
the creation of a Tamil Nadu Physiotherapy Council and demanded
that those who did not possess a Bachelor’s degree in physiotherapy
(BPT) should not be allowed to practise physiotherapy. It is of
interest that the two physiotherapists who spoke to the press also
styled themselves as doctors, and were referred to in the press
articles as doctors.

Not to be outdone, the Chennai unit of the All India Ayurvedic
Congress demanded action against quacks posing as traditional
doctors and practising Ayurvedic medicine. They also objected to

hotels running Ayurvedic health spas without qualified Ayurvedic
doctors.

The IMA also filed a writ petition in the high court demanding
that quacks should not be permitted to appear on television. Four
television channels countered that they always verified the
qualifications of all people they invited to appear on their channels.
The court declined to grant the injunction, but asked the police to
verify the records from the channels to make sure no unqualified
person was permitted to appear in such a programme.

What happens to all the arrested persons? I am not aware of any
of them having been produced in a court of law and punished.

CATCH THEM YOUNG
What better way to improve the lot of poor children than to give
them top quality education and with that the means to rise ever
higher in socioeconomic status? The Corporation of Chennai has
decided to upgrade its schools, and make them more attractive to
the children of the city. The first step has been, true to form,
cosmetic. All Chennai Corporation schools, of which there are
282, will henceforth be known as Chennai schools. However,
more substantial steps will follow—105 532 children will receive
new school bags this year. They would also receive free uniforms,
shoes and dictionaries, and the meritorious among them would
receive scholarships; 61 000 children in classes VI to XII would
receive free geometry and stationery sets.

Sixty-seven high schools and higher secondary schools would
each have a library. Even more exciting is the plan to open 10
‘Schools of Excellence’, one in each zone of the city. The
commissioner said that both hardware (furniture, paint and
laboratories) and software (teacher training, teacher–student ratio,
class size) would be upgraded. Admission to these schools would
be through a special entrance test.

Of all the initiatives of the Chennai Corporation, surely the
improvement of educational opportunities for poor children must
be the most rewarding. A total of 9009 students from Corporation
schools took the last SSLC (Secondary School Leaving Certificate)
examination—85.4% of the girls, and 78.8% of the boys, passed,
and 10.3% of the students got more than 80% marks. The top
three, in fact, scored 98%, 97% and 96% marks. That kind of
marks should get them into just about any course they would like
to enter. Given the facilities that their more well-to-do
contemporaries have in private schools, these bright youngsters
from the Corporation schools would do even better.

By July 2010, a total of 100 412 students from government
schools, government-aided schools and Chennai schools had
been screened for visual defects, and 9500 were found to need
corrective spectacles. The Chief Minister launched a scheme to
provide free spectacles to all of them, and did so by giving
away 20 pairs of spectacles. The budgetary allocation for 2010
was 2̀0 lakh ( 2̀ million), which would cover 5186 pairs.

The government also announced that, under its free mid-day
meal scheme, an egg would be provided to each child on 5 days
of the week. Till now only 1 egg has been given each week. It is
certainly desirable to improve the nutrition of our children, and
the mid-day meal scheme is a strong attraction for parents to send
their kids to school.

All these plans give us a good feeling about our schools, and
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raise our hopes. Universal education is the key to a bright future.
Alas, reality has a tendency to catch up. The Hindu of 30 June
2010 carried a report that the Higher Secondary School of
Vyasarpadi has 23 students in Class XII, but not one teacher,
either for that class or for Class XI, in English, Tamil, Physics,
Chemistry, Biology or Mathematics. A student who was
interviewed by the reporter said the students tried to read on their
own, and the class X Tamil teacher helped whenever he was free.
The newspaper carried a picture of the imposing looking school
building. An example of software failing to keep up with hardware!

LINGUISTIC CHAUVINISM
Several years ago the powers that govern us decided that all shops
and business establishments should display their names in Tamil,
in addition to the more common English names. Almost all have
complied. However, in 2010 the Mayor and corporation decided
this was not enough. The Tamil name should be highlighted, and
the letters should be larger than the English version. In June 2010,
the corporation found 1887 boards did not fulfil their criteria,
amounting to around 15% of the boards in the city, and civic
workers began removing these boards. Presumably the whole of
the workforce is now busy with this most essential duty, for none
of the other corporation work seems to be getting done. Roads are
dug up like ploughed fields, drains are clogged, sewage overflows
on our roads, and mosquitoes abound, but our priority is to glorify
the ancient Tamil language by increasing its font size.

Not all Tamils below the poverty line seem to be in tune with
the corporation. Many of them ignore the free education provided
by the corporation, and send their children to private English
medium schools, despite the financial difficulties this entails.
Many people below the poverty line feel knowledge of English is
the key to advancement of their children. Our Mayor is genuinely
keen on giving the poor access to quality education free of cost,
but whatever he offers, the attraction of the English medium is
more powerful. He decided to follow the old adage, ‘If you can’t
lick ’em, join ’em.’ Accordingly, some corporation schools are
now offering education in the English medium—1382 students
are already enrolled in the English medium, and he plans to offer
English medium in 15 more schools from October 2010. ‘Let not
thy left hand know what thy right hand doeth.’

THE READING HABIT
Chennai has seen two recent initiatives to help everyone to read,
whatever their economic status. The Anna Centenary Library was
inaugurated recently by the Chief Minister, and will be fully
operational by June 2011. An 8-storey building is now under
construction. It will house 400 000 books, 100 000 e-journals and
100 000 e-books in the first year, and is planned to house a million
books in the future. Provision has been made for a separate

children’s section, a Braille library and a collection of talking
books. Arrangements are being made to transcribe any text in
Braille. An entire floor is devoted to Tamil literature. The quest is
on for rare manuscripts. Three floors of the library are now
functioning, 1250 people can read at a time and it will also have
an auditorium with 1280 seats. Admission will be free for now,
but the pattern of usage will be studied and a decision taken on
membership or entry fees later. At the inauguration, the Chief
Minister announced that special buses would be run to the library
and the fare would be subsidized to enable people of every
socioeconomic stratum to make full use of it.

The other welcome initiative was the Great Wall of Education,
sponsored jointly by The Hindu and Aviva India, an insurance
company. I understand similar drives have already been completed
in other cities, so some of you would have heard of this and might
have made your own contribution. Members of the public were
asked to donate any old books they had, and the books were built
into a wall. The drive lasted 5 days. The Hindu was kind enough
to answer my queries about the success of the project, and I share
the information with you. The response was so unexpected that
the organizers had to rent out extra storage space while they sorted
and donated the books—300 000 books were collected in 5 days.
Sorting is into 13 different categories, books useful for primary,
secondary and higher secondary schools, books for colleges,
reference books, activity books and so on. Around half the
donated books are really useful. Three non-governmental
organizations, the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan, Save the Children, and
Vidyarambham Trust, will utilize what they find useful in their
facilities, and the balance will be distributed free to libraries. Sri
Rama Jayam Enterprises will recycle the paper from what is
unusable, and will make notebooks, so nothing at all will go
waste.

A GREAT PARTNERSHIP
Chennai has struck a lucky patch. We have a progressive-minded
Health Officer, Dr P. Kugananthan, and an activist Mayor, Mr M.
Subramaniam. In 2009, they constructed night shelters for street
children. They now plan to construct 10 night shelters for destitute
senior citizens. Fifteen of the city’s Rotary Clubs will bear the
expenses of maintaining destitutes at these centres for one year.
These homes would be visited by doctors.

A 20-bed de-addiction centre has been set up. The T.T.
Ranganathan Foundation, which already runs a well respected de-
addiction centre for paying patients, and The Hindu’s Welfare
Centre, will help in running this facility. We are on the way to
providing not just healthcare, but quality healthcare, to our
population below the poverty line.

M. K. MANI




