Misplaced priorities


ANY doubt about the government’s misplaced priorities was confirmed when Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz spoke of building two medical towers that would house state-of-the-art medical facilities — obviously for the benefit of the affluent. He was speaking at the ground breaking ceremony of the first of the two towers at Pims (the other will be built at JPMC in Karachi). The construction of the 14-storey tower in Islamabad will cost the exchequer two billion rupees where the 13-storey one in Karachi will cost over three billion rupees. The sheer thoughtlessness of this elitist approach is plain to see when the vast majority of the people do not have access even to primary healthcare. Oddly enough, Mr Aziz acknowledged problems like shortage of staff in public hospitals when he spoke of the weak links in the medical system. But his solution for the poor public health facilities is to provide ‘exclusive’ institutions rather than increasing the paltry allocation of one per cent of the GDP to the health sector. Let there be no doubt that the poor will certainly not benefit from either of the towers.

This money could — and should — have been spent on upgrading the existing hospitals which are in dire need of funds to procure equipment or in repairing the crumbling buildings. The money could also be spent on increasing the salaries for poorly paid doctors, nurses and paramedical staff. In fact, there are numerous ways this money could have been more usefully spent. Once built, these towers will require huge funds for their upkeep and there is no certainty that the government will be able to recover the costs, especially if a sufficient number of the rich do not use these facilities. The point is that there can be no elitism in the healthcare system just as there can be no such approach to law enforcement or the dispensation of justice. It is the state’s responsibility to provide adequate healthcare to its citizens. The government has miserably failed to do so but can make amends if it gets its priorities right — by dispensing with the tower projects and redirecting the funds where they are urgently needed.

