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Health care imbalance: the search for a cure
With the passage of the health care reform bill, the United States has moved towards universal health care. In Hong Kong, where we already have universal coverage, we debate going in the other direction: a greater role for individual insurance.
It was probably inevitable the US would adopt universal coverage. I admire a small-government ideology, but some things like police and infrastructure require the state to pool citizens' resources. Some Americans dispute whether this applies to health care but, given the state of the US system, with its emergency room closures and so on, I don't see any other choice.
In Hong Kong, our main health care problem is underfunding, hence things like waiting lists for many procedures. To help cope with demand, the government will raise health spending to 17 per cent of recurrent expenditure by 2012.
Our total public and private expenditure on health care is barely a third of that of the US, as a percentage of gross domestic product; it is possible for us to meet rising demand simply by expanding the current public hospital system. It would ultimately mean raising taxes or cutting other spending, which may not be popular, but it would be one way to solve the problem.
But can we think of something better? The government has tried to sell the public the idea of individual insurance accounts for all workers to supplement current health care spending. Officials were right to aim for a broad, compulsory scheme. One of the problems in the US was that insurers avoided higher risk clients, while some younger, healthy people chose not to buy insurance. If you want affordable coverage for people with chronic or pre-existing conditions, you have to bring the low-risk people into the pool.
However, the Hong Kong public was not interested. They already have a system in which public hospital care is so subsidised that even the richest or highest-paid patients pay virtually nothing (up to HK$100 a day for all treatment). Even the cheapest private hospitals will charge five times that per night just for a bed in a ward room - that's before billing the patient for tests, drugs, procedures and doctors' fees.
A private hospital bill can easily be hundreds of times the amount of a public hospital one. It is not surprising that public hospitals are so popular that they deliver some 93 per cent of in-patient care.
The government has been thinking about how to address this imbalance. In the last few years it has started to buy services from private-sector health care providers and subsidise patients using private services. Public-private partnership and similar arrangements could well save the government money and make private care affordable so more people, such as the middle class, see it as an option for them.
Several local and international groups (including my company) have indicated interest in the sites the government is offering for new private hospital development.
This will be a big challenge for our officials. Thanks to high land premiums, the economics of starting up a new hospital in Hong Kong are daunting. That's why no new private hospital has opened for years. Yet, in the wake of Cyberport, Disneyland and other land-related controversies, the government is obviously going to be very nervous about being accused of "collusion".
How will the government get around this? Maybe the expressions of interest exercise will produce ideas. There must be "win-win" formulas, maybe used overseas, under which the government can offer concessions to a hospital operator in return for help in relieving pressure on the public sector. The real problem will be convincing the public.
