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Remembrances 
McSurgery: 
A Man Who Saved 
2.4 Million Eyes 
Ophthalmologist in India 
Revamped Care for the Poor 
By STEPHEN MILLER 
August 5, 2006; Page A6 

Today, The Wall Street Journal begins a weekly column that notes the passing of 
people who have left an imprint on the world of business. 

Govindappa Venkataswamy, eye-care pioneer (1918-2006) 

With 2.4 million served, the Aravind Eye Care System in India is in a way the 
McDonald's of cataract surgery: efficient, effective, influential and -- rare for health 
care in the developing world -- a clear financial success. 

It began with one man, Govindappa Venkataswamy, an ophthalmologist who died 
July 7 at age 87 after a long illness. Dr. V, as he was universally known, created 
one of the largest eye-care systems in the world, catering largely to the poor in 
Tamil Nadu, a state in southern India. He was inspired, Aravind says, by the 
assembly-line model of McDonald's founder Roy Kroc -- learned during a visit to 
Hamburger University in Oak Brook, Ill. 



Building on those lessons, he created a 
system for sight-saving cataract surgeries 
that produces enviable medical outcomes 
in one of the poorest regions of the globe. 
Its rapid expansion over three decades 
was not built through government grants, 
aid-agency donations or bank loans. 
Instead, Dr. V took the unusual step of 
asking even poor patients to pay whenever 
they could, believing the volume of 
paying business would sustain the rest. 
Poor people with cataracts in Tamil Nadu 
can get their sight restored for about $40. 
If they can't afford that, it's free. 

Starting with an 11-bed clinic in 1976, Dr. 
V's system is now a five-hospital system. 
His model became the subject of a 
Harvard Business School case study, and 
is being copied in hospitals around the 

subcontinent. The cheap, high-quality implantable lenses the system manufactures 
are exported to more than 80 countries around the world, Aravind says. 

Dr. Venkataswamy's basic insight was that health care can be marketed to the poor 
if a program is closely tailored to a local niche, something that has come to be 
known as social marketing. In a country with, by some estimates, 20 million blind 
eyes -- 80% of them due to curable cataracts -- the appeal for patients was financial. 
"A blind person is a mouth with no hands," is an Indian saying that Dr. V liked to 
quote. In India, health professionals say, the years of life left to those who go blind 
can be counted on one hand. With sight restored, the patient can return to work. 

The Aravind system offers services that range from a simple pair of spectacles to 
optical oncology. The bulk of surgeries are to treat cataracts -- removing the 
cataract and replacing it with an artificial intraoptical lens. 

The assembly-line approach is most evident in the operating room, where each 
surgeon works two tables, one for the patient having surgery, the other for a patient 
being prepped. In the OR, doctors use state-of-the-art equipment such as operating 
microscopes that can swivel between tables. Surgeons typically work 12-hour days, 
and the fastest can perform up to 100 surgeries in a day. The average is 2,000 
surgeries annually per surgeon -- nearly 10 times the Indian national average. 
Despite the crowding and speed, complication rates are vanishingly low, the system 
says. 

Outside the operating rooms, conditions are as spartan as the tables at a fast-food 
restaurant: Often only a straw mat on a ward floor for postsurgical recovery. 

Govindappa Venkataswamy 'Dr. V' 
credited the assembly-line methods 
of McDonald's with the financial 
success of his eye-care centers, 
which cater largely to the poor in 
India. 



Patients who pay more than the basic $40 -- about 30% of patients -- can receive 
cushier treatment such as private rooms for extended recovery, and hot meals. 

Dr. Venkataswamy was born in a poor rural Tamil Nadu village. A wealthy uncle 
paid for his secondary schooling. He joined the Indian Army Medical Corps in 
1945, where he came down with rheumatoid arthritis that threatened his dreams of 
a medical career. It was only after long therapy that he trained his gnarled fingers to 
manipulate a surgeon's scalpel. 

As an ophthalmologist, Dr. V was exposed to the enormity that is rural blindness in 
India. He researched vitamin A deficiency, a major cause of blindness in children, 
and began organizing rural fairs where peasants gathered for eye treatment. In 
1976, at age 58, he opened the Aravind Eye Hospital in Madurai, in Tamil Nadu. 
With him came two other doctors: his sister and her husband, both eye surgeons. 
All three took pay cuts to pursue what at the time must have seemed an almost 
quixotic venture. 

Certainly it seemed so to bankers, who wouldn't lend money to a clinic that 
promised eye care to poor and rich alike, regardless of ability to pay, according to 
an Indian business journal. So Dr. V mortgaged his house. Within a year, the clinic 
quadrupled in size. By 1981, a 250-bed hospital was complete, and the basic 
Aravind model was in place. 

Dr. V liked to say that his ambition was to stamp out needless blindness in India, 
and broaden his model all over the world. "Tell me, what is this concept of 
franchising?" Dr. V commented to the Harvard Business School researcher who 
conducted a case study in 1994. "Can't we do what McDonald's and Burger King 
have done in the United States?" 

He has laid the groundwork for it. Aravind says its model has made significant 
gains in the subcontinent in recent years, with the basic model being adopted in 
hospitals in Mumbai, Kolkata and Nepal, and the Indian government adopting its 
medical protocol for training centers around the country. 

Teams of Aravind consultants advise hospitals in East Africa and the Far East. 
Aurolab, the Aravind system's successful manufacturing arm, says it produced 6%-
7% of the low-cost lenses world-wide in 2002, and has sold them in 120 countries -
- though not in the U.S., where Food and Drug Administration regulations are a 
prohibitive hurdle. 

But Dr. V's dream of McDonald's-style eye-care franchises around the world may 
prove difficult, because the culture of Aravind involves more than the profit motive 
and a fast-food manual. Like Dr. V, many of the highly dedicated surgeons and 
staff are devotees of Sri Aurobindo, a Hindu master for whom the hospital was 
named. Dr. V has said they are "building an organization that seems to be linked to 
the higher consciousness." 



The work is grueling, and while pay is comparable to that of government surgeons, 
retention is still a problem. A quarter of the professional staff defects each year to 
better-paid jobs in the private sector, the system says. 

Management is still largely with Dr. V's family. But where are the charismatic 
capitalists to open new Aravinds abroad? "So far we have not been able to develop 
entrepreneurs in health from the management side," Dr. V lamented in a 2004 
interview with an Indian business journal. "Everybody wants to be an entrepreneur 
in information technology or an associated field." 

Bill Meistrell, who with his identical twin Bob invented the neoprene body suit 
now widely used by divers and surfers, died July 25 at age 77. Body Glove -- as 
both the suit and the Meistrells' company came to be called -- sells through retailers 
around the globe. Their Dive 'n' Surf shop is a Redondo Beach, Calif., mainstay. 

* * * 

John Angus Macsween, managing director of Macsween of Edinburgh, Scotland's 
most-renowned haggis-maker, died July 12 at age 66. Mr. Macsween inherited a 
local butcher shop from his father and made it into a provisioner of haggis -- that 
quintessentially Scottish sausage -- for Harrods and Selfridges department stores, as 
well as European Union nations. He also created vegetarian haggis, in response to a 
challenge from the Scottish Poetry Library for its opening ceremony, in 1984. 

* * * 

Frederick Mosteller, a founder of Harvard's Statistics Department, died July 23 at 
age 89. A methodological innovator in statistics, and a renowned researcher, his 
scholarly interests included health, education and baseball. He was president of 
several professional societies, and, serially, chairman of four different departments 
at Harvard. In 1962, he published a paper analyzing language patterns to 
demonstrate that James Madison should be credited with several of the Federalist 
Papers whose authorship was in dispute. 

* * * 

Dorothea Towles Church, the first black professional model to work in French 
couture industry, died July 7 at age 83. Ms. Towles Church, a Texas native who had 
modeled for American black magazines, was hired in 1949 by Christian Dior while 
on vacation in Paris. She later worked for designers Elsa Schiaparelli and Pierre 
Balmain. Less successful when she tried to transplant her career to New York in the 
early 1950s, Ms. Towles Church created a fashion roadshow for black sororities. 
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