
How can you champion universal healthcare access and get involved in the 
Emmaus International healthcare programmes? 

≥  Financially support the mutual funds In Africa and Asia, the health programmes 
need the solidarity of the Emmaus Movement to support their day-to-day 
running and to ensure they remain financially independent. 

≥  A work camp is being organised by EI in March 2013 in India. The Emmaus 
groups from western France are behind this initiative. These groups have been 
involved in the programme for a long time and the camp will constitute a great 
opportunity to discover the reality of the programme.

≥  Health programme visits will also be arranged in Africa in 2013. The Emmaus 
groups involved will be able to meet participants and discover the programme 
in its grassroots context.
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≥ Access to healthcare is a fundamental and 
essential right. However, in many countries 
there is little or no social security system in 
place. For many Emmaus groups around the 
world, it’s a daily concern. Action is being 
taken locally, whilst the whole Movement is 
coming together to work so that everyone has 
the chance to receive treatment.  

Since 2005, Emmaus Águilas in Peru has been managing a phy-
siotherapy and rehabilitation centre. The centre came about 
from a profound desire to offer access to therapy to the poorest 
people. It delivers high quality care at an affordable price, or 
free of charge if the patient’s situation is particularly difficult. 
The most frequently treated conditions are hemiplegia, facial 
paralysis, tendinitis, back pain, early years stimulation and in-
fantile paralysis.
In 2010, the community built a new bigger centre to cope with 
the number of patients it treats. Reception and treatment of 
patients consequently improved: close to 400 patients a week 
can now be treated by a reinforced team of physiotherapists. 
The project is original and ingenious as therapy for the poorest 
members of society is funded by those who have the financial 
means to pay for massages!
In France, the Roanne Friends’ Committee has been involved in 
managing a ‘health shop’ since 1997. Based on the Emmaus soli-
darity store model, the shop is located next to the hospital and 
operates as a day centre for socially excluded people. Staff and 
nurses offer them free access to health and hygiene care. 

A daily and now shared concern 
In response to some countries’ lack of healthcare access and 
given the numerous initiatives set up by Emmaus groups, but 
mainly in response to unequal healthcare access within the Em-
maus Movement itself, the Movement decided to collectively 
address the issue, and the right and access to healthcare became 
one of Emmaus International’s priority work areas. 

In 2002, two mutual funds were set up by Emmaus groups 
in Burkina Faso and Benin, with the help of French Emmaus 
Friends’ Committees. The mutual funds cover healthcare costs 
and facilitate access to care for members. As is always the case 
with collective initiatives, the system has been adapted to local 
circumstances and designed with the local population. They join 
forces to define how the fund will work, the contribution rates 
and care access criteria. In doing so they are actively using their 
rights. Eight hundred members now get their appointment and 
medical test, drug, surgery and vaccination costs reimbursed. 
Ten years on, the plan for 2013 is to extend the fund to cover the 

largest possible number of people, using national management 
in each of the countries as the springboard to achieve this.

In 2011, similar programmes (still tailored to local situations) 
were launched in India and Bangladesh. Although the local com-
munities were unfamiliar with the mutual system, they have 
gradually taken ownership of the programme. At Tara Projects, 
being a member means being able to consult a doctor, access 
medication, enjoy easier access to the public hospital and bene-
fit from preventive health talks, among other advantages (see 

the interview on the opposite page with Moon Sharma). The 
fund members are now proud of the fact that they have set up a 
good quality health system that works better than the govern-
ment system! 

Offering healthcare for all is still a massive challenge and the 
whole Emmaus Movement must decide whether to develop  
these systems over the coming years in order to make this solida-
rity-based healthcare insurance model available worldwide and 
therefore champion the concept of universal healthcare.  

Tara Projects has been an Emmaus 
International member since 1999 and last year 
launched a pilot mutual health fund in New 
Delhi in India. Moon Sharma, the organisation’s 
president, looks back over the initiative and 
offers a first assessment.

Can you tell us a little more about how the project was born? 
In 2009, we filled in a questionnaire about healthcare sent 
to us by Emmaus International and expressed our interest in 
trialling the mutual system in Asia, in the same way as it had 
been launched by the Movement in Africa. A meeting with a 
healthcare expert and Emmaus International in New Delhi 
enabled us to discuss our practices and ability to truly invol-
ve the most socially excluded people in this programme.

What does the mutual fund actually do?  The fund bene-
ficiaries, of whom there are now 710, each pay 250 rupees a 
year (equivalent to €3.70) into a shared fund to which Em-
maus Movement groups also make a contribution. This fund 
enables those who need care to get some of the expense re-
funded. It is also used to fund a small health centre that we 
have built, to buy generic drugs and to pay the doctor we have 
recruited to deal with routine ailments. An appointment with 
the doctor costs 10 rupees (€0.15) as opposed to 140 rupees 
(€2), in other medical centres.

The fund has now been operating for a year. What’s your 
assessment of it? Very positive! From July 2011 to July 2012, 
we delivered care to over 6000 patients and the average reim-

bursement rate for hospital stays is now 71%. For the coming 
year, our objective is to increase membership to 1000 bene-
ficiaries. In order to achieve this, we are going to continue 
raising the awareness of the members of our community and 
we are going to look into what types of additional care we 
can offer them, while reinforcing the agreements with our 
network of hospitals. This should enable us to widen the area 
in which we work in the near future.   
For more information: www.taraprojects.com  Ne
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“Access to healthcare: a new concept”  By Jean Rousseau, President of Emmaus International

W
hile health has long been acknow
ledged a precious asset, this is not 
the case for collective initiatives that 
guarantee everyone a minimum level 

of health prevention and protection. Universal 
healthcare access is a new and as yet little 
known concept. The Emmaus Movement knows 
from its own experience that illness and premature 
death are factors that increase the vulnerability of 

the poorest members of society, and mean that 
they continue to be socially excluded. That’s why 
Emmaus campaigns for coverage for all in countries 
where healthcare systems exist. In areas in which 
public policy is lacking and inequality generated by 
profitmaking private sector systems holds sway, 
Emmaus promotes the mutual fund ethos, which 
is closely linked to its ideals and own expertise. The 
development of community insurance schemes 

managed by their members enables individuals 
to sustainably free themselves from the yoke of 
poverty. Moreover, it is an appropriate response 
to the demand for social justice. Drawing on the 
progress made by the mutual funds launched 
by Emmaus in India, Bangladesh, Burkina Faso 
and Benin, we are acting as universal healthcare 
advocates and pioneers, but first and foremost as 
a driving force for social change.

“ Emmaus is a principle 
and a means of raising 
awareness of the needs 
of a real community, 
leading to society being 
healthy and the whole of 
society blossoming with 
good health.”  Abbé Pierre
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Emmaus is a principle and a means of raising awareness of the needs of a real community...
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