The Gratis Fund
A Free Publications Program of the Hesperian Foundation
Project Description
The mission of the Hesperian Foundation is to promote health and self-determination in poor communities throughout the world by making health information accessible.  We produce books and other educational resources for community-based health care.

For more than 30 years, Hesperian has been developing and distributing health manuals around the world.  We develop our publications in cooperation with the lay health workers that will be using them.  This partnership assures that even readers with limited literacy can recognize, treat and prevent common health problems.  Our materials are used by people in both rural and urban communities who have little or no access to medical services, which are either geographically or economically out of reach. 
Hesperian’s first publication, Where There Is No Doctor, has been described by the World Health Organization as “arguably the most widely-used public health manual in the world.”  Among Hesperian’s other titles are Helping Health Workers Learn, Where There is No Dentist, Where Women Have No Doctor, and Helping Children Who Are Blind.  In total, Hesperian’s books have been produced in nearly 100 languages and distributed and used in almost every country in the world.
At Hesperian we believe that health information belongs to everyone.  Our royalty-free “open copyright” policy encourages people to copy, adapt and translate our materials for distribution on a not-for-profit basis.  We also offer steeply discounted pricing to customers in developing countries.  In addition, we provide free books to those who cannot afford even our lowest prices through our Gratis Fund.

Hesperian’s free publications program acknowledges and responds to the reality that often, those who most need our materials are the least able to pay for them.  On average we receive 150 requests for free books and/or newsletters per month.  Letters come in from rural villages and urban shantytowns around the world.  They are sent by religious leaders, community health workers, school teachers, and others who are desperate for resources to help them better serve their communities.

In the hands of a motivated health worker or community leader, each book can – and does – have an immediate and positive impact.  For example:

· A teacher uses Where There Is No Doctor to educate others about cholera prevention and management during the rainy season.  For the first time there are no fatalities in his community;

· A health worker properly administers anesthesia and extracts an abscessed tooth, without causing any pain to the patient, after reading Where There Is No Dentist;

· A midwife successfully delivers a breech-birth baby for the first time, carefully following the step-by-step instructions in A Book for Midwives.

While, there is a small salary line-item for staff support and oversight, the Gratis Fund is essentially run by volunteers—from its coordinator, Lee Gallery, to our volunteer book packers.  Lee has been volunteering for the program every week for 6 years.  She carefully evaluates each request to make sure that the people asking for the manuals will use them to benefit a larger community of people in need, tracks the books we send, and reads every letter of thanks before passing it on to other Hesperian staff to appreciate.  

The multitude of testimonies we receive from Gratis book recipients convince us that this very low-budget program can and does make a significant impact in the health of marginalized people around the world.  For example, the chairman of the Zambia National Association of the Physically Handicapped wrote to us:  
Thank you for the donation of the two books that you sent us: Disabled Village Children and HIV, Health and Your Community.  We have established a resource, information and education centre to enable the general public to have access to information.... Interestingly, most of the trainee teachers have assignments on HIV/AIDS and the book, HIV, Health and Your Community has always been out of the resource centre.  Right now someone from Manze District borrowed it.

Disabled Village Children is used by the physiotherapist and community-based rehabilitation volunteers.... Information is power and if our people are to be empowered to make informed decisions they need to have access to information.  
Similarly, a women’s health project in Ghana wrote to us explaining how they have used our women’s health publications:

The books have led to the establishment of a community-based resource centre for women which is performing creditably especially in the areas of women’s health and reproductive rights, where women seek health information, counseling, pre and post natal care and treatments.

Our local heath providers, including the community midwives, and the part time nurses make good use of these books which become tools regardless of their Educational backgrounds make the best possible decisions at childbirth, pre- and post natal care, prevention care of HIV/AIDS patients.  In fact, we are once again grateful to the Hesperian Foundation, which has actually paved the way in rural health delivery.

In addition to books and booklets, the Gratis Fund also distributes free copies of the Women’s Health Exchange, an 8-12 page newsletter that contains a grassroots training guide and examples of how community groups around the world have addressed a particular women’s health issue.  Topics covered in the exchange have ranged from domestic violence to TB to environmental health.

Evaluation
Hesperian asks all recipients of Gratis materials to write to us and let us know how they have made use of the books.  We receive hundreds of letters and e-mails each year sharing individual community stories.  The examples of feedback above came from just such letters.  In some cases we also receive questions and suggestions.  Our staff responds to the questions, providing clarification or additional information as needed, and our editorial staff track suggestions for changes so that they can be considered when the publication in question is next updated and reprinted. 
