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SynergyNet Healthcare Report No.2
Supplementary financing, more choices of health services: a vision of
healthcare reform in Hong Kong

Abstract

The reform of healthcare financing has been debated in the public agenda for
decades, and the government should make no further delay. The Healthcare
Study Group of SynergyNet is of the opinion that future development of the
healthcare financing in Hong Kong should offer more choices for middle class
patients who are willing to pay more for faster services as well as a right to
choose doctors both in the public and private healthcare sectors.

Present dilemma for the patients above is they either have to tolerate the long
queue in public healthcare services together with other low income or needy
patients, or bear the risk of high healthcare cost in the private market which
may drain off their personal savings.

Mandatory Healthcare Insurance Scheme: a scrutiny

The current taxation-based public healthcare service is the most
comprehensive healthcare risk-pooling mechanism for the public. On top of
that, the introduction of a mandatory healthcare insurance scheme which
capture those working population with revenue over the medium monthly wage
(i.e. approximately HKD 10000) into a new pool may be an option to generate
a new pool of healthcare resources beyond the promised input from the public
coffer (The government promised to increase the proportion of healthcare
funding to its total expenditure from 15% to 17%). If this is the next step, the
additional pool of resources should be used to purchase healthcare services
from public and private sectors, aiming the provision of a more diversified,
flexible (but less-subsidized) healthcare service to the contributors in the pool.
Such mechanism is expected to foster public-private consolidation to offer
suitable healthcare services to these patients who can then leave the public
sector and allow the less privileged with no choice to access more services in
the public sector. As for complicated and more expensive treatments (like
trauma, cancer and organ transplants), these will always be provided promptly
to all patients whatever their income level by the public sector as promised by
the government.



However, the option of mandatory healthcare insurance scheme must be
scrutinized in details with the following concerns:

1. Justification of such an option given that there is already a public
healthcare service system with extensive risk-pooling effect;

2. Possible creation of another bureaucratic ‘white-elephant’ to oversee the
large-scale insurance scheme; and

3. If there are adequate incentives for the private insurance and healthcare
service providers to take part in the scheme.

Governance of the Public Healthcare

The revamping of healthcare service and financing very likely will give rise to
another issue: the governance of the public healthcare system. If flexible
services and competition of additional resources with the private sector is the
future reform direction of the public healthcare system, a policy consequence
will be the decentralization of management and planning authority from the
central body (i.e. the Hospital Authority, HA) to lower level units (either
individual or cluster of hospital, etc). The public should be aware that
decentralization of management and planning authority very often implies the
decentralization of accountability as well. Currently, Hong Kong people are
accustomed to holding the central authority (HA or relevant policy bureau)
accountable to individual medical and healthcare issues.

Conclusion

Though controversial, given that Hong Kong cannot rely solely on public coffer
for the rising healthcare cost in future, and choices of risk-pooling healthcare
financing vehicles are limited, we still consider the mandatory healthcare
insurance scheme deserving an in-depth discussion in Hong Kong. For the
further public deliberation on the topic, we believe the civic engagement effort
of the government to various stakeholders is the key to reach a general
across-the-board consensus over this long-pending significant policy arena.
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