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Abstract
The National TB Programme (NTP) has been running a successful DOTS programme in Malawi since 1984. Despite a devastating HIV/AIDS epidemic and a case fatality rate of 20%, the NTP has consistently maintained high cure rates and low default rates. Important features of the Programme include the provision of free consultations and diagnostic tests in the public health services and free drug treatment for tuberculosis.  In 1999, the NTP and its partners initiated an operational research programme to assess whether the poor have access to this model DOTS programme. 

In urban Lilongwe, research showed that TB patients are more likely to be poor than the general population.  At the same time,  up to half of all smear positive TB cases remain undetected from the poorest areas.   Relative to the non-poor, the poor face greater barriers and it costs them on average six times their available monthly income to get a TB diagnosis. The impact of TB illness on the lives of poor patients and their households is great. 

Through a process of feedback and policy dialogue, the NTP responded to these research findings by developing a strategy to improve access to DOTS for the poor in Malawi. This involves evaluating new interventions to reach poor populations; improving the overall quality of TB services; improved communications and better monitoring and evaluation of access by the poor. The NTP in Malawi is now implementing this pro-poor approach in order to improve the overall performance of DOTS. 

