Need a paradigm shift in healthcare
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As there is nominal accountability, private sector healthcare depicts the picture of a money-minting machine

A few days back, an important senate body in parliament, which frames policies regarding health, was abuzz with the inefficiency and mismanagement of Pakistan Institute of Medical Sciences (PIMS). Legislators believe that doctors have become butchers, ready to just loot the patients. It seems a mafia is at work there, senior doctors are not taking interest, they are more interested in their private hospitals/clinics and leave their patients to the mercy of God. The relatives of patients are always seen quarreling for a stretcher to transport serious patients around the hospital. In fact, there is a lengthy charge sheet.

Now, a few questions arise. Does this case concerning PIMS, with the exception of public sector hospitals, including tertiary care hospitals in our country, speak more or less the same story? What has been done by our successive governments, both military and civilian, for the health sector in terms of allocation of budget? Can our esteemed parliamentarians tell our nation that they have raised the health budget by up to 10 percent or more than 10 percent of the GDP? Do our doctors enjoy the same perks and privileges that parliamentarians, judges, bureaucrats, generals and others enjoy? All questions can be answered by a big no. Why is PIMS being singled out? There is no exemplary treatment of patients in public sector hospitals across the country and that is a national shame.

Speaking of improvement in public sector hospitals, the most important step will be to raise the health budget by up to 10 percent or more of GDP. Again, the ball is in the parliamentarians’ court; will they come forward to frame legislation in this regard in the upcoming budget? If they are really serious about addressing the issues of patient care then they ought to do something real about it. Raising the health budget will not only resolve the health issues of patient care in public sector hospitals but also hefty amounts of perks and privileges will be ensured to the doctors and auxiliary staff of hospitals too. Secondly, doctors of public healthcare systems are victims also; they are deprived of service structure and legislators need to address this issue on a priority basis.

By doing so there will be no room for the private sector in healthcare, which is actually a curse for patients both in terms of fair treatment and affordability. As there is nominal accountability, private sector healthcare depicts the picture of a money-minting machine. However, the majority of doctors do not want a ban on private practice; this is the reason behind why senior doctors are not available in hospitals — they spend most of their time at private clinics. This is a highly condemnable practice. They should raise their voice for their perks and privileges that ought to be equal to parliamentarians, judges, bureaucrats, generals and others. This demand will not only serve their profession but, in the long run, humanity would be served at large.

While talking about humanity, we need people like Dr Altaf Hussain, who currently works as the administrator of PIMS. He has dedicated his life for public health. He is the exemplar and role model for the doctors’ fraternity. He never indulged in private practice even while everyone around him does so. For a long time he has been working against corrupt elements in the health sector and even in his own institution, PIMS. He has been doing his level best to purge PIMS of impurities and corrupt mafias but he has yet to meet success. However, with the rise of the media, easy access to information and public awareness, people have started looking towards parliamentarians to address their grievances concerning health issues. While looking at the state of affairs in PIMS, I feel that, like other public sector hospitals, it also needs improvement. Today, fingers have been raised over the inefficiency of PIMS due to those mafias, lobbies and corrupt elements.

There are good people in the doctors’ fraternity but what the government and legislators need to do is frame strict legislation and offer solutions to the issues of both doctors and patients because the meagre budget for healthcare does not meet the demands of hospitals. I myself have received some much-needed equipment, including stretchers for the hospital I work in, on a donation basis from my friends. I too do not have a private practice as I believe that humanity is first. Our parliamentarians need to help doctors like Dr Altaf Hussain uphold humanity and raise the GDP for healthcare by up to 10 percent or more if they are really serious about addressing the health issues of Pakistan. Only such a paradigm shift in policies will make a difference.
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