'PRESS INFORMATION BUREAU
TH I B
GOVERNMENT OF INDIA
HRA AXHR

Hindustan Times, Delhi
Monday, 5th February 2018; Page: 7
Width: 20.03 cms; Height: 40.06 cms; a3; ID: 6.2018-02-05.45

(rovt proposal to provide
medical cover to poor
families a welcome move

PUSHPA GIRIMAJI

Given the fact that an estimated
63 million people in the country
face abject poverty every year
due to health care costs, the
Union government’s proposal to
providemedical coverto 100mil-
lion poorhouseholds,isahighly
welcome step.

Given thefact that themiddle
class (particularly senior citi-
zens) too is reeling under steep
costs of health care, one hopes
thatthe ‘National Health Protec-
tion Scheme’ (NHP) will eventu-
allyencompassall citizens, lead-
ingtouniversal coverage.Infact
already states like Karnataka
and Andhra Pradesh have
embarked on such schemes.

Having said that, one must
point out that the success of this
programme will depend entirely
on its effective implementation
and thisrequiresthe government
to carefully address theills that
have stymied many such state-
run healthinsuranceschemesin
the pastand apply adequate cor-
rectives toensure quality health
caretothebeneficiaries.

Providing a health cover
through insurance agencies is
relatively simple. But ensuring
quality health care is a highly
challengingtask, particularlyin
the absence of adequate infra-
structurein the public sector and
lack of stringent regulation of the
privatesector. Experiencesofthe
past have shown the pitfalls of
co-opting the private sector in
thisscenario, where theinsured
poor patients not only received
sub-standard services, but were
subjected to unnecessary surger-
ies.

Thereare enoughreportsfrom
different parts of the country,
particularly Rajasthan, Chattis-
garh, Karnataka and Andhra
Pradesh, on how unnecessary
hysterectomies were done on
thousands of women, some of
themasyoungas20and 18 years,
justtogarnerabiggersliceofthe
insurance pie.

Infactin 2010, the AndhraPra-
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desh government was forced to
disallow hysterectomies in pri-
vate hospitals under its state-
sponsored health insurance
scheme, to prevent such exploita-
tion of women.

Sotheimmediate focus should
be on augmenting the health
infrastructure in the public sec-
tor, with a number of well-
equipped government-runhos-
pitals.. This will not only prevent
misuse of the scheme by the pri-
vate sector, but also give even
consumers who may not be cov-
ered under the scheme, a choice
of hospitals in the public sector.
Such state- of- the- art hospitals,
coupled with the proposed 1.5
lakh ‘Health and wellness cen-
tres’ will certainly pave the way
foruniversal coverage.

Till such infrastructure is in
place, private hospitals have to
become part of the NHP scheme
andthisrequiresarobustregula-
tory systemthat will keepaclose
watch on the quality and pricing
ofhealth caredelivery in the pri-
vatesector and preventmisuse of
the scheme. Hopefully, the NHP
scheme will usherin aregime of
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stringent regulation of the pri-
vate health sector!

Oneofthemajorlacunaeinall
state-run health insurance
schemes is the absence of an
effective system of redress. So
this needs to be addressed
through a system of grievance
redress that not only looks at
cases of medical negligence and
unethical practices, butalso defi-
cienciesin theimplementation of
the scheme. Codification of the
rights of patientsisalso anabso-
lute must. Together, they will
empower the consumers of the
Scheme, particularly when
accompanied by adequate con-
sumer education..

Since most health problems
andillnesses donotrequire hos-
pitalization, it is extremely
important to ensure that the
scheme covers outpatient treat-
ment. Infactitis estimated that
the outpatient treatment costs
constitute around 65 per cent of
the medical costs of households.
Lastly, therearetoomany differ-
entkinds of state and central gov-
ernment sponsored health
schemes, each cateringto a differ-
ent category of consumers and
providing varying benefits. It’s
timetoconsiderintegration ofall
theschemes,soastoensurebet-
ter allocation and utilization of
resources.

All said and done, this is the
world’s biggest healthinsurance
programme and on its
success hinges the health of the
nation!



