
www.communityhealth.in – Concept Note

Background
We live in the Age of Information, where fast access to relevant information becomes a source of power. 

Within the Health For All movement and the field of community health in India access to information is still structured in the 
conventional, pre digital media, personality driven paradigm. Anyone seeking information needs to approach one of the many 
gurus of community health who has an encyclopedic knowledge of his or her field and can point the seeker towards the 
relevant contact, organisation, book, article or event. Access to such gurus is limited by time and geography, by political and 
ideological affiliation and also by luck. New information and innovations often take years to become part of common 
knowledge.

With the advent of new information and communication technologies such as the internet and mobile phones a shift has 
taken place in the way people communicate. The predominant form of dialogue between most of the active participants of 
the Health For All movement is email groups. Most organisations have rudimentary websites. The Indian Government has also 
embraced internet technology and a vast number of reports, facts and figures are available online.

However there is still a lack of information which is laid out in a format that keeps the end user in mind. Most websites are a 
mere dumping ground for pre existing material which exists on the hard drives of people and organisations. The material has 
not been specifically created for the internet. It has also not been specifically created for end users such as journalists seeking 
the background story, rural doctors seeking clinical guidelines and activists seeking to understand the complex political 
framework behind health policy and its implementation.

Simultaneously a large number of documents and books prepared in the pre digital era are being lost as paper and memories 
deteriorate. Many of the books that inspired the older generation of health activists are out of print and existing copies are 
fast disappearing. The values, insights and analysis contained within them are also in danger of being lost to posterity.

An urgent need
There is urgent need to create a new system of collecting, analysing and disseminating relevant information within the Health 
For All movement and the field of community health in India. Such a system needs to build on pre existing sources of 
information and work closely with all gurus.

The system needs to be:

• Easily accessible
Information needs to be made available to the maximum number of people in a format that is useful to them.  It 
needs to confront barriers of language, literacy and geography. It needs to be able to be accessed at low cost.

• Accountable
End users need to be able to see who has put up the information and why. The source of the information should be 
clearly stated if possible. 

• Non partisan
The information system must transcend interpersonal politics, an invariable feature of any movement or discipline. It 
needs to account for the diversity of opinion and not only provide a single point of view.



• Comprehensive
The information system needs to cover a diversity of interconnected topics within the field of community health and 
the Health For All movement. It needs to accommodate a diversity of opinion yet remain cohesive.

• Easy to use
The system should be easy to use for both creators as well as users of the content. As far as possible information 
should be in a format that does not need further interpretation or translation but is ready to use.

• Dynamic
The system needs to allow for quick updating and reformatting of information from multiple locations.

• Sustainable
The system needs to be able to be run by busy activists and community health professionals who have limited time on 
their hand. It also needs to be cheap.

The communityhealth.in structure
communityhealth.in is an attempt to create such an information system. It consists of the following

• A website running an open source software called MediaWiki, the same software which runs Wikipedia. It contains 
encyclopedia style articles on people, organisations, events  and concepts within community health in India as well as 
links, images, videos and PDF documents

• A collective of volunteer editors who have a password controlled access to the website to upload content. Each 
person will contribute content relevant to his or her field of expertise and experience. 

• A core team who provide direction regarding content creation, choose and develop editors, coordinate publicity, 
dialogue with end users and deal with technical issues.

• End users of the website who can analyse the individual contributions that make up a complete article, request new 
content and use the website as a gateway to other resources.

Such a structure requires minimal IT technical support, can run at a minimal cost and can reach more people than any other 
conceivable conventional form of storing information. It allows for content to be uploaded in multiple languages from multiple 
locations simultaneously and instantaneously.

Each person, organisation, concept, event, image or document will be represented by a single encyclopedia style article which 
can be written and updated through the collective effort of multiple editors. Theme based portals will guide users to articles 
relevant to the particular theme. 

Community health is an approach to understanding health problems and health states by studying individuals as parts of 
communities. These communities may be based on a common culture, political economy, profession or area. 
communityhealth.in seeks to continue in that paradigm by focusing on the communities involved with community health and 
the Health For All movement. It hopes not only to document ideas, concept and events but also the stories, individuals and 
communities behind them. It hopes to map out individuals and communities that significantly affect health in India but whose 
contributions often go unrecorded. It also hopes to allow users to understand the community behind communityhealth.in. 
Each editor is identified through a user page with a short biography. Individual contributions to an article can be tracked 
through a History page and space for open dialogue regarding the content of an article is provided through a Discussion page. 
A Community Portal acts as the centre point for the communityhealth.in community.



The communityhealth.in process

What has already been accomplished
communityhealth.in is no longer a mere concept. It is already online and running at www.communityhealth.in.

The current content is mostly centered around two theme based portals:

1. Exploring Community Health
This is a portal created specifically for those who are new to the Health For All movement and the field of community 
health. It consists of a directory of people, places, events, mailing lists, article, books and ideas for someone exploring 
community health in India.

2. People’s Health Movement
This portal maps out the Jan Swasthya Abhiyan or People’s Health Movement in India, one of the largest networks 
within the Health For All movement.

http://www.communityhealth.in/


The website was created by Lalit Narayan who is the current legal owner. Over the past year a number of people have 
expressed interest and a core team as well as a team of volunteer editors is in the process of being formed. 

A blog has been started at chdotin.wordpress.com to keep people informed as to new developments regarding 
communityhealth.in as well as to act as a space to explore new digital media innovations that can be used within the Health 
For All movement.

Looking ahead
The site has the potential to create a number of useful resources. Some of the possible future areas of content creation could 
be:

1. Political mapping of media events and controversies
The past few year has seen a number of events such as the arrest of Dr. Binayak Sen, the vaccine related deaths in 
Tamil Nadu which led to the temporary closure of government vaccine production centers and controversies 
regarding polio vaccination. In each case the background story is more complex than initially made out to be. 
communityhealth.in could act as a useful resource for activists and journalists by providing a series of interlinked 
articles on the key events and players within a story. It could bring to the forefront politically powerful but hidden 
individuals and organisations who significantly affect health in India.

2. A glossary of Health For All terms and concepts
A number of ideas and concepts that originated within the Health For All movement often are quite ambiguous to the 
lay reader. A series of articles on common used but often misunderstood terms would be of immense use to students 
and journalists amongst others.

3. An archive of documents, images and other community health media
A large number of relevant books, documents, images, posters and other media is currently deteriorating on the 
shelves of a number of individuals and organizations. A serious effort must be made to digitize and preserve such 
media as well as to make it easily accessible.

4. Low cost effective clinical medicine
All over India and elsewhere doctors and other healthcare workers have come up with number of innovations which 
help keep healthcare assessable to the poor. These include technologies such as the Newmon ventilator, techniques 
such as using mosquito net for hernia repair and strategies for better healthcare delivery such as teaching village 
health workers neonatal resuscitation. However as of now there is no single location where such information is 
accessible except old textbooks such as Maurice King’s Primary Surgery which collates low cost surgical innovations 
from around the world.

5. Culturally appropriate health care
Healthcare workers in India practice in a very diverse setting, seeing patients from a variety of linguistic and cultural 
backgrounds. Current curriculums rarely reflect this reality. There is a need to collect together phrase books which 
allow health workers to talk to patients and take medical histories in a number of Indian languages, to document the 
various cultural frameworks patients use understand their bodies, illness and the healthcare system and to make 
widely accessible the numerous innovations and tools used to help bridge the gap of understanding between ‘English 
medicine’ and Indian patients.

6. Living in rural India
 Efforts are being made to address the huge unmet need for healthcare in rural areas in India by inducing more 
healthcare professionals to work in underserved areas.  However there is a paucity of information regarding the 
practical day to day realities of living in rural India. People from urban backgrounds would benefit from information 
ranging from how to connect to the internet from a remote area and how to preserve food without a refrigerator to 
the procedures for buying land and off road vehicles.

http://chdotin.wordpress.com/


One of the major strengths of using a wiki based format is that incomplete information can be made available on the website 
which can then later be updated by other editors. Unlike books or pamphlets which have to be complete before going to the 
press the website allows for a dynamic, ongoing process of information gathering and sharing. 

Developing human resource
Setting up and maintaining the website using open source software is not a technically demanding task and as of now has 
almost been completed. An informal team of IT geeks can easily provide the minimal technical support required.

However communityhealth.in is not merely a website. It’s most important component is the collective of volunteer editors 
who continuously update and edit the website content. Most people within the field of community health and the Health For 
All movement are still slowly familiarising themselves with using the internet and as of now would be uncomfortable editing a 
wiki website. The culture of writing down information is not very strong within India where most information is passed on by 
word of mouth. 

In the future a series of workshops would have to be organised to develop editors for communityhealth.in. Websites such as 
Wikipedia have proved that editing a wiki websites can be learned with a matter of hours and that lay editors can successfully 
create comprehensive, authoritative information resources. A new culture of instantly recording and uploading and 
interlinking necessary information will have to be encouraged. Through the creation of a Manual of Style, standard formats for 
recording information about individuals, organisations and events need to be worked out.

Publicity
In order for communityhealth.in to be a relevant source of information it needs to be widely known. Specific communities of 
end users need to be identified such as medical students, journalists, public health students and professionals and publicity 
material such as posters and handouts as well as other publicity strategies need to be designed keeping each group in mind. 
Workshops, conferences and other gatherings of people involved with the Health For All movement are ideal venues for 
reaching out to people who can contribute to or benefit from the website.

The website also needs to make use of existing online fora such as mailing lists and other related websites. A blog has been 
started at chdotin.wordpress.com to keep people informed regarding new developments and challenges.

Funding and partnership
The current costs of hosting the website are minimal and are being met by Lalit Narayan. However additional funds will be 
needed to create publicity material such as posters and handouts as well as to organise workshops to develop volunteer 
editors and a core team.  A fledgling initiative such as this will also need technical support from organisations and individuals 
who have experience in both the field of media and communication as well as community health. Both funding as well as 
technical partners are currently being explored.

Get involved
In order to realise its dream of becoming a comprehensive resource on community health in India communityhealth.in needs 
volunteer editors as well as a core team willing to devote time and energy to the project. We need funding as well as technical 
partners. If you feel you like to get involved please contact Lalit Narayan at lalit82@gmail.com

Lalit Narayan 
Sittilingi, Tamil Nadu
January 2009

mailto:lalit82@gmail.com
http://chdotin.wordpress.com/
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