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OUR BUREAU OF SOCIAL WELFARE 

By •.1. ROlJll.fc lUEZ PAl;'l'Olt, M. n.,
 
Chief, Bureau of Sovin l We lfure Department of Health
 

The Department of Health of P01'tO Rico is l\ powerfully cent ral­
ized institution, This eentralizu tion has brought about greater unity 
of action, more discipline and higher efficien cy titan is possible in most 
public-health organizations throughout the Unit ed States, Tile size 
of the Island and the excellent system of roads make possible a ceu­
tralized arrangement which would he impraeti eable in a large country 
or in a small territory with poor roads. 

For the past four years, under the leadership of Dr. Pedro N. 
Ortiz, present Commissioner of Health , many reruarka hie improve­
ments have been brought about in the organization of the Depart­
ment of Health, with a view to ra ising its standard to a point where 
it can be favorably compare d with the hrst institutions of its ty pe 
in the world, New services have helm offered to the public, old S Cl'\" ­

ices have been reorganized, nnd a breath of progress and enthusiasm 
has been instilled into everything, so that at the present time we fed 
proud of our position, not inferior to that of lilly other inst itution 
of a similar nature. 

Not the least important , among the latest changes introduced in 
the organization of till' Depurtment fir H ealth has heen the creation 
of the new" Bureau of Social ~rl'dicin(' '', brought about h:' the «on­
solidation of the ser vices of ::-'Iaterllity and Child Welfare, '1'11\):'1'('\1 ­

losis, Venereal Diseases and the divisions of Social Welfare and Pull ­
lie- H ealth Xursing. B~' uniting these services W(~ have b t'Pll able to 
obtain greater cooperat ion and effleieucy from all t he agencies which 
deal with medical social problems, lind we have g-i\'{'n 11 definite 
trend to our endeavors along' thesp lines, achi eving at th e SlIlII e rime 
great er economy ill the work 

The activities of th e Bureau of Social "Medicin e pivot around a 
system of dispensaries, thirty of which lire alt '{'mly fuuet inning ill 

different parts of the Island, Tw elv e of th ese dispensaries devote 
their activities to the prevention of tuberculosis, fifteen IIII \ '1' to do 
with the reduction of maternal and infantile mortality and three give 
their attention to the incidence of venereal diseases. 

Attached to these dispensaries, there are thirty-six visiting nurses, 
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under one "Snperintcndent of the Nursing Service ", who is an 
exp erienced public-health nurse, The services of twenty-five doctors 
have been secured for the dispensaries. A few of these doctors devote 
their full time to the work. Most of them work part t ime but all 
of th em are paid for their services, our view in this respect I' ..ing that 
it. is mu ch easier to secure proper diseipline 1111(1 effi ciency 'rom paid 
officials than from those who lend their services free of charge. 

TIle work of the II ispensaries receives further enhancement. from 
the Division of Socia l \\' ork, under the direction of II "Superilltenacllt 
of Social Work " , who is an experienced social worker, a graduate 
from one of th e hest schools of Social W elf'are in the United States. 

During tho past fiscal ~·eal' . Un4 cases were attended to by 11,(' 
Division of Social 'York: 6i,fi02 visits were made by the visiting 
nurses to the homes of dispensary patients, and 6;i,300 consult at ions 
were held hy doctors in the dispensaries. 

The character of the work has been mainly oduentionnl. "We have 
str-iven to help the people by trl1dling' 111('111 to help th emselves. 'Ve 
have instructed th em on fundamental principles of hygiene. and have 
endeavored to solve th eir mast prossing problems hy the best means 
at 0111' command. In mnny ellS('~ we have received some cooperation 
from the municipal go\"ernmrllis, IlIIt not enough to satisfy us. There 
must he a clearer understanding in this respect, 

TIle grPllt. handicap. however, has been the la ck of resources to ex­
tend our services tn every corner of the Island. The importance of this 
work is so great, that no munieipality, however small or unimportant, 
should be deprived of it. 'I'his needs , however, the envolving of a 
plan whereby a larger proportion of the expenses incurred be met 
hy th e municipal governments. It also needs the working out of a 
system of travelling clinics. An exper iment in the latter system will 
he tried this year, and , if it g in'S the expected resulrs it may lead 
to the working out of it larger plan wh ereby the rural districts may 
receive the full benefit of our work. 

A diphtheria-preveufion campaign is being carried on now through 
our dispensaries. The Shick test is being applied to all the children 
who attend the child -welfar e clinics and toxin-antitoxin immunization 
is being given to those who are snscoptihle to diphtheric infection. In 
those towns where there is not a school physician, ch ildren attending 
the first grade in the public schools are also being immunized. 

It is a very difficult matter to estimate in round figures the practi­
cal results of any educational campaign along public-health lines; ~T('t 

we know that our dispensaries have already succeeded in training 
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thousands of po or moth ers in the care of themselves and their children, 
and that many lives of infants have been saved because of the train­
ing thus received hy their mothers. 

The way to prevent tuberculosis and venereal dis eases has heen 
taught to many. " Lit tl e Jfot1lel"s Leagues" and " Nut r it ion Classes" 
have been organized among school ehildren, and thus have helped to 
prepare healthy and helpful future eitizens. 

'We fepl con fi dent that the puhlir- mind has been aroused in many 
parts of ..he lslanrl t o the henefits that accrue from H well -organized 
educational campaign ill pu hlic-hculth matters, and that th e need or 
more pu blie-health dispensaries has hcen already seeu and felt. W(.. 
have introduced the visiting 1!11./'SC· and t he social 1I:0rJ.:cr as important 
factors ill the social development of the community and have im­
presed the public with the importance of their \HH'k and the desir 
ability of extending' their fields of activity, 

In view of the Iaet that this work began only four years ago the 
results obtained thus far have been most satisf'actorv. Without doubt 
the Bureau of Social Medicine of the Department of Health is destined 
to play an important part in 11ll' future welfare of Porto Rico. 
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