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Stop expanding private services from public coffers
Press Release Mar 21 2007

The sudden resignation of Lam Shiu-kum as Dean of Li Ka Shing Faculty of
Medicine of the University of Hong Kong over a billing dispute of private
consultations conducted at the faculty’s teaching hospital has raised quite a few
eyebrows. The incident has alerted some to doubt if resources in public
hospitals have been abused to the benefits of private patients.

The alarm is obviously not big enough to deter the Hospital Authority from
expanding private services in public hospitals. There will be two public
hospitals introducing new private services this year: Pamela Youde Nethersole
Easter Hospital at its oncology department and Our Lady of Maryknoll Hospital
at its ophthalmology department.

Legislator Kwok Ka Ki, President and council member of Hong Kong Medical
Association Dr Choi Kin and Dr Tse Hung Hing, specialist doctor of clinical
oncology Dr Chan Tze Mun express their objection for further expansion of
private services in public hospitals in a press conference today saying that the
emphasis on private services is misplaced when solutions for financing of public
medical services are constantly shelved using caution as a convenient pretext.

The Secretary for Health, Welfare and Food, York Chow, has repetitively
mentioned before that the number of private beds will not be further increased,
and will be capped at 1% of total number of beds. According to the HA
statistics for 04/05, there were 28,176 beds in public hospitals and among which
368 were private ones. The further expansion of private services will only
push the number of private beds over the cap.

Inequality of patients’ rights

Private patients at public hospitals are given priority to select specialist doctors
and use cutting-edge medical device at the expense of public patients. The
median waiting time of specialist clinics has lengthened by one and a half
months from 11 weeks in 2003, 14 weeks in 2004 to 16 weeks in 2006. But
this does not apply to privileged private patients.

The increase of private beds will inevitably have an impact on public patients
when the size of hospital manpower remains the same.
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Transparency

The confusion over bill-splitting of income from private services between HKU
and the HA exposed lack of a monitoring mechanism in billing procedure.
University teaching hospitals are bankrolled by the public so it is imperative for
the HA to demonstrate to the public that shared resources are not depleted for
the use of few privileged private patients.

Monopoly of medical market

The pitch for the private services in public hospitals is quality at a reasonable
price by seasoned doctors. This pits public hospitals against private ones at
an uneven playing field due to the difference in pricing.

As the well-off patients flow into public hospitals for private services as good as
ones offered in the private market, the resources of overcrowded public
hospitals will only be further stretched both in terms of manpower and services.
This is to the detriment of the poor who cannot afford medical services in private
market and are stuck with worsening quality of public healthcare system whose
staff are shouldering greater and greater portion of medical services for both
the rich and poor.

The introduction of private services in public healthcare system will only tilt the
share of services towards public hospitals resulting in monopoly by the HA.
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