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Soaring medical expenses aggravate peasants’ sufferings-
Jun Xing

The launch of capitalist market economy in China
has aggravated social polarizations and devastated the
conditions for s ocial h ealth and sanitation. A ccording
to Pan Yue, Deputy Director of the State Environmental
Bureau, who spoke at the recent Congress of the
Asia-Pacific Journalists Association held in Shenzhen,
serious environmental pollution and energy crisis are
the result of the rapid economic development in China
in the last decade. At present, 90% of rivers flowing
through cities are seriously polluted; almost 300
million peasants are drinking sub-standard water; about
one third of the total population of China live in serious
air polluted environment.’

While economic development has been rapid,
comparing 2003 over 1997, the state’s financial income
has increased by 1.5 times, total population has
increased by 4.5%, yet the number of hospitals and
clinics has decreased by 7.3%.” As the health welfare
system of the last few decades is being eliminated, the
fees for consultation and medicine charged by state
hospitals and clinics have risen a lot, and certainly the
increase rate has far exceeded the increase of actual
income of the rural and urban population.

According to Information Times, Rao Keqin,
Director of the Health Department Statistics and
Information Centre, their survey of the outpatient fees
and hospitalization fees between 1993 and 2003
showed that, deducting inflation, they had risenatan
annual rate of 14%. In 1993, the outpatient fees and
hospitalization fees were respectively 21
(USD2.56; USD1=RMB8.2 yuan) and 933 yuan, but in
2003, they had risen to 75 yuan and 2,233 yuan.
According to the estimate of the Health Department
from sampling surveys, the number of sick had risen.
The surveys of about 200,000 people in 1993, 1998 and
2003 indicated that sick people had risen by 710
million people within the ten years, totaling 5 billion.
However, those seeking treatment had decreased. The
fortnight rate of treatment seeking of the rural and
urban population fell from 17% in 1993 to 134% in
2003. T he hospitalization rate was equal to ten years
ago, that is, 3.6%. Among those who did not seek
medical treatment after falling ill for a fortnight
numbered almost 50%, and of these, 36% of the urban
population and 39% of the rural population did not
seek treatment due to financial difficulties. The surveys
also investigated into the reasons for discharge from
hospital. 43.3% of patients requested discharge, of
which 63.9% were due to financial difficulties.” In
reality, many patients were forcibly expelled from the
hospital because they could not afford to pay.

Some time earlier, the China Economic Times had

yuan

quoted from the Chinese Health Department that the
per capita medical expenses of outpatients from
hospitais directly operated by the Health Department
were as high as 163 yuan, with medicine constituting
60% of the total cost. Yet the average urban famuly
income in September 2004 was only 713 yuan. Figures
of the Health Department indicate that the average
expenses of hospitalized patients from hospitals
directly operated by the Health Department were as
high as 7,000 yuan, with medicine constituting half the
cost. A report from China Consumers Association said
that due to the high medical costs, about 50% of the
sick dare not seek medical treatment.

One reason for the profiteering from medicine is
structural; medical institutions need to self-finance the
medical personnel from the profits in selling medicine.
Hence, such prefits are an important source of income
for medical institutions.

Selling bleod due to poverty has been one cause
for the spread of AIDS in China. Official figures have it
that there are 840,000 HIV positive persons, but 90%
cannot afford treatment. In Guangdong Province, the
number of affected increased by 18.3% in 2003 over
2002, ranking 5™ in the country. But Hospital No.8 that
specializes in AIDS treatment had only 400 patients.
Cai Weiping, Chief of the Contagion Unit of Hospital
No.8, gave this figure, which was very low
hospitalization. International AIDS experis estimate
that the actual figures of AIDS patients in China would
be far higher. The World Health Organization estimates
that if tough measures were not adopted, China’s HIV
carriers would rise to 10 million in 2010.*

The peasants are hardest hit by the high medical
expenses. Zhu Qingsheng, Deputy Director of the
Health Department, said that the per capita net income
of peasants in 2003 was 2,622.2 yuan, but the average
hospitalization fees cach time for rural residents was
2,236 yuan. Since peasants’ net income includes
income in kind, that means their cash income for a
whole year cannot even pay for one hospitalization.
Thus, over half the peasants carmot afford to seek
medical treatment, and death at home was ashigh as
60-80%.

From October 2002, the Chinese government has
implemented a new rural cooperative medical scheme,
whereby peasants can voluntarily participate by paying
10 yuan a year to the township hospital, and the
government gives a subsidy of 20 yuan for each person.
Up to the end of June 2004, 68.99 million peasants
have- participated in this scheme, and 41.94 million
medical cases have been reimbursed.

However, this means 90% of the rural population
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