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EDITORIAL

Ailing health insurances

When we were young we thought health insurance companies were
wonderful. We went to the doctor, and he sent his bill directly to the
health insurance company. Hardly had we recovered when his costs
were settled. Nowadays the doctor’s bill is sent to us and we are as-
tounded at the high proportion accounted for by drugs and medical
equipment and the relatively low share of the bill made up by his con-
sultation fee. This ratio is about to change. Doctors who take time to lis-
ten to their patients and discuss treatment with them are to be better re-
warded than technocrats who handle sick patients according to the
conveyor-belt concept.

We are wary of our doctor because he tells us our faults. For example:
“You eat too much fatty food and work too hard.” And he’s right. We
prefer the pharmacist, because she asks us what we would like. As of this

year, she is even paid for advising us and can there-

fore afford to offer low-priced products. So is all
right with the medical world? Sadly, the answer is
No.

o While people are able to obtain good advice

e | and be treated competently, health insurance

o & j companies are ailing. Although we pay increas-
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ingly higher premiums (up to 20 percent of our
household budget), insurance companies lack
the funds to pay for the growing volume of services and goods. There
are still too many hospitals, medical practices, pharmacies and an
ever-expanding stock of medicaments. Nursing staff wages are rising,
and rightly so: why should nurses serve only God while other
people serve Mammon? Drugs are becoming increasingly more
expensive despite their free pricing structure, since pharmaceutical
research is expensive and pharmacists need to be reimbursed for their
services.

Our healthcare system is costly, and because we are a social state we
help to foot the CHF 40 billion bill. The healthcare business is a bitter
pill for consumers to swallow, but it boosts the national economy. The
break-up of the drugs cartel has intensified the battle for market share.
Beginning this year, the cost of a prescription drug can be one third
higher or lower in an alpine village than in the city. Is Switzerland
turning into a medicaments bazaar? Consumers will decide.

A similar trend has been experienced by established health insurance
companies. When their premiums began rocketing, thousands of mem-
bers voted with their feet and joined the mushrooming ranks of cheap
insurance schemes. Yet these companies were hoist on the petard of
their own aggressive tactics. Many new entrants went belly-up and had
to be baled out. Now the shakeout is also affecting major health insur-
ance companies.

The implications are clear: Everyone complains about costs but no-
one is doing anything to break the spiral. It remains to be seen whether
the trend towards self-medication and self-help groups, direct doctor-
patient communication and fast Internet-based distribution of drugs
will cool the market off, because the healthcare business is fraught with
risks and side-effects. Neither the diagnosis nor the cure are obvious at
present. Let us hope that the patient comes to his senses before he falls
into a coma. Alice Baumann
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“Will Switzerland become
a bazaar for medicaments?”

S Bernese photographer Iris

T B Krebs.
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