What to know about volunteering in Datom, Jharkhand, India….

By Founder Natasja Sproat

Please note that this is only a guide. Traditional Healthcare cannot foresee or explain every situation or scenario that you may come across. You must use your own discretion, knowledge and intuition when travelling in India.

There are malarial mosquitoes everywhere.
The choice of taking anti malarials is entirely up to you however consult your local doctor. If you do decide to take some form of antimalarial, please know fully the side effects and make sure you know the name of the drug your taking. Also, take the medication for the time frame that is stipulated otherwise it WILL NOT PROTECT YOU. I have never taken anti malarials myself. Some of the volunteers who have taken Doxycyclone have still contracted malaria. 

Even in the colder months which are late December to mid Feb, be careful. Malarial mosquitoes are out mostly at dusk, not dawn. We wear long sleeved clothes and long sox, and Deet on our hands and neck. 

The malaria that is present is Vivax, the least deadly strain of malaria, which typically can be cured.

I did contract malaria myself. It sucked. But I cleared it with a 2 week course of Artemsia (wormwood) administered from St.Vincents Hospital Melbourne.

Both St.Vincents and the Royal Melbourne hospitals have treated our volunteers for malaria and if you do come home with feverish signs go to one of these hospitals if possible, or get your hospital to contact St.Vincents and ask for Natasha Sproats’ malaria records from 2010. Let them know that other volunteers have contracted Vivax from Datom before and this is what you most likely have, so they can test for malaria via thick and thin slides straight away before they give you a spinal tap thinking you may have meningitis!  You should insist they call either St.Vincents hospital or Royal Melbourne (Rebecca Andrews and Mark Azzopardi went here) for those treatment records, or myself directly 0407 926 651 , 03 9416 1634, to avoid a completely unnecessary spinal tap.  

We contracted malaria because we were unaware of the severity of contractile rates and the infected population; there is talk that up to 95% of the community has malaria. This means, of course, that taking the simple preventative measures  described above, in the first paragraph, is extremely important. You should also invest in a mossie net to string from the ceiling above your bed.
If you have the blood disorder Thalassemia minor (like one of our volunteers) you apparently cannot contract malaria! Congratulations. 

Here are the anti-malarials you can choose from: and please remember, in the end, the decision or choice you make must be your own, and you are responsible for it and it’s outcomes. We therefore encourage you to do your own research thoroughly.
Anti malarial homeopathics.  Haven’t tried them yet myself. But there are no side effects. Here is our friend and collaborative partner Jimi, from One Health Organizations’ web site http://www.homeoprophylaxis.com.au/, for more info on homeopathy and vaccinations etc. Feel free to contact Jimi about this. His details are on this website.

Doxycyclone – not recommended for Vivax, and you burn in the sun like a suckling pig on a spit.

Larium – makes you as crazy as a platypus tied to a stake in the desert sun.
Malarone – haven’t tried it. It’s $80 for a one week course.

When you get to Thurldi (village next to Datom) there is a small pharmacy that sells malarial curatives. They work! Have them on you, and take at the first signs of high fever. Once you start taking the meds the fever will clear over the course of the next two days, if not you didn’t have malaria. 

At the end of the day prevention is better than cure… so do what is required to not get bitten. Hope I didn’t scare the shit out of you, let’s move on….

General Health
Remember that you are visiting a rural village.  This means that sanitation is totally rudimentary, and that you must take care to make sure you don’t contract the sort of parasitic infections that can be transmitted from faeces to hand ( in a country where people use their  left hand, not toilet paper) to(skin of)fruit, or to water, or any raw foods, and many other places.  So, you can contract a parasite from the (skin of) fruit, train hand railings, door knobs, taps, sanitised water, or any raw foods, and many other places.  Best advice, eat food that is freshly cooked and hot…and forget salads;peel your own fruit with your own knife, and keep your nails short and scrubbed (do take a nail brush and nail clippers). Use anti bacterial hand sanitizer before you put your hands anywhere near your mouth.

 Drink filtered water or bottled water and use the same for tooth brushing.  In the future we can drink boiled water but at this stage all the heating elements in the villages kitchens are saved for cooking alone. Access to gas is limited. You can buy water filters to take to India from Australia from camping stores. Boxes of bottled water can be bought on your way into Datom from Kolkata or Muri train stations. Always check that the bottled water you have bought is properly sealed!

If you do happen to get a stomach bug that causes diarrhea we recommend using Activated Charcoal whilst you’re in India, as it aids in relieving the symptoms of stomach bugs. Your doctor may recommend immodium, which will stop your diarrhea and stop you from dehydrating, but will not rid you of the virus or parasite.

If you contract a parasite you will need to do a stool test in Australia or your home country to determine which parasite it is, and may need specific anti biotic treatment.Some parasites can be cleared with herbs. You can go to your doctor or you can call me and I can send you the stool test kit to do at home.

Take electrolytes in the event that you do get sick with Diarrhea.

To keep your digestion robust start taking probiotics one month before departure, during your stay and for one month  after the trip.

Carry with you Bettadine liquid for cuts and scratches. It is anti fungal as well as antiseptic, and this can be just what you need in a damp warm climate. Better than an ointment, as it keeps the wound dry, not moist, which is what  is needed to avoid fungal infections.
Take a first aid kit that contains bandages, stitches and a sling, and whatever else you think you may need for a motorbike accident for yourself or anyone there. Road accidents are common.

Buy antibiotics if you need them from Trildhi pharmacy.

Anything else you personally use routinely – take. 

Having done all the above… RELAX. …..these are all precautions that I have to let you know about. None of our volunteers have gotten sick from our chefs cooking in Datom.

PS. Always shake people’s hands, handle money, pass things and eat with your right hand ONLY.: People won’t use their left hand to pass things to you(or others) or to eat with. So you shouldn’t ,either.  It’s bad, bad, manners, to use your left hand in any dealings with other people, or in eating.  Practically speaking, see above (general health) for the background reasons to this.

Know what season you going in, so you know what to bring.

Wet season is from end of May to August. Wet season is not recommended, it’s stifling hot and malaria is prevalent.

We recommend going to Jarkhand between September  and April.  It will be around 25 – 35 degrees during the day. It can get down to 0 at night however. Bring warm sleeping bag, clothes and shoes, as well as thongs and light clothes. 

Ladies:

Please bring T shirts that are loose fitting and cover your shoulders,( means they have a sleeve… tank tops/sleeveless T’s are not the go) but not so loose that you can see down your top when you bend over. Loose pants or a long dress are also good to wear. You can easily buy yourself a few cotton Salwar Kameez (long  top and loose fitting pants set… also goes by the colloquial name of Punjabi Suit) in the Indian city that you fly into. This is perfect wear for Datom… and cheap, and supremely comfortable. 

Remember also, that – as in many other countries not western – direct eye contact between men and women who aren’t partners is not necessarily a great idea. It just quite simply, can be misinterpreted.  Sunnies are useful to help with this when you are on the road, so to speak, but in the village just be aware is all, that the norms here are different.

Many men may ask you if you’re married, it begins to get annoying. They think it to be weird to not be married and not have children if you’re over 25. I tend to wear a fake wedding ring to not get asked the question over and over, its up to you, but it saves hassle. 

Bleeding in Datom:

I find taking a moon cup is the best thing for my period. You can get them online. It's a rubber cup that sits inside you and can simply be washed out every few hours. There is no toxic shock with a moon cup as the moon cup does not absorb blood but just holds it. We ask you to not use tampons or throw away pads, as there is nowhere to dispose of them. 

Rad pads are another option. This is what the ladies of the village use; cloth pads. You will have to have a conversation with Dadas wife about where to dry your rad pads.

Men:

Wear what you like. Typical.
Money:

Be sensible and sensitive.  The laborers who built our clinic earn 150 rupees a day, which is $3.50 - $5.00 a day. A beer in India is equivalent to $2 Australian dollars. This means that if you buy 2 beers you have just blown a whole days wages , in the eyes of a villager. Most of the village people of Datom do not drink for this reason, as well as for religious reasons. 
So don't be flashy with money or possessions. Live simply. And be mindful of how little the village people have both financially and materially.  

Don't give the locals money. This upsets the Datom internal dynamics and creates internal issues and inequalities. If you want to donate money to Datom, give it straight to Dada – and do it discreetly.

Food: 

We hire a cook to cook for us when we go in a group.  So if you are going with the group then you will be eating with us.  The cook is $30 a week (for all food bought, and his time) per person. If the cook is cooking for only one person it will be $50 a week.  3 meals a day, plus chai breaks -if the cow has milk( and believe me, you haven’t had chai till you’ve had chai in India. This is where it comes from!). 

If you are organising the trip to go by yourself and would like to cook your own meals you can have access to a kitchen to do so. Dada can provide you with vegetables, dhal and rice for a minimal cost, and you can ask around for a fishing rod if you would like to catch some fish from the lake nearby. If you would like to have food cooked for you then give Dada some money for his wife to cook you some meals too.  

We eat a traditional Indian village diet when we are there. There are no 7 elevens out in Datom, so dhal, rice and vegetables are our staple. Typically most (Hindu – which is the majority)Indians keep a vegetarian diet, but despite this,and certainly in a tribal area  such as Jarkhand is( where Hinduism is relatively “new”  -sometimes there is access to a fish curry. If you’re present for a wedding there may even be goat served. Fried eggplant is my favorite and sometimes we have TVP (meat substitute).  

If you don't think you will fare well with this diet, or maybe eating rice for breakfast is the issue, then bring some muesli and condensed milk with you. Feel free to bring snacks and any food that can easily be stored on your trip if this makes you feel more at home. If you think of some great snacks to bring please forward them to me so I can let others know in the future.

P.S. there is no refrigeration in Datom. Don’t bring ice cream   :)

People stare: 

They do….its because they are interested in you, and don't get to see many foreigners.  Please remember they are not staring at you to make you uncomfortable or angry, they are staring out of interest, as this is an Indian cultural norm.  But also, many of these people are suffering from malnutrition , due to poverty, and quite ill. They may be staring blankly. Anyway…don't take offence at stares. 

Tactics to deal with staring:

Stare back and smile 

Say “Namaskar” (hello/peace). 

Ignore it

Pretend you’re a dancing monkey

You may never get used to be being stared at but it becomes less stressful after a while. 

Insurance:

Traditional Healthcare has purchased a good travel insurance policy to cover the volunteers. TH asks for a market value donation for this insurance policy to cover you.  If you  would like to see the policy email tom at  tconnor@th.org.au.

