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By Prof Paul Ananth Tambyah and Dr Tan Lip Hong

launched its 2013 World Health Report calling

for research into universal health coverage,'
which builds on their 2010 report? When WHO's
2010 report was released back then, their Director-
General Dr Margaret Chan made the call to move away
from user fees, saying, “Direct out-of-pocket payments
at the time of care are identified as the single biggest
barrier to universal coverage.While user fees have been
promoted as a way to reduce the overuse of services,
this is not what happens. User fees punish the poor.
They are inefficient. They encourage people to delay
seeking care until a condition is far advanced, and far
more difficult and expensive to treat. And when people
do pay out of pocket for care, financial ruin can be the
result.”

The 2013 report is very timely for Singapore, as
universal health coverage is currently being discussed
widely across the political spectrum. Our current
healthcare financing system which depends heavily on
out-of-pocket expenses and employer-funded benefits
is not sustainable. In 2012, Medisave ($768 million),*
MediShield ($315 million)® and Medifund ($98 million)*
account for less than 0% of Singapore’s estimated total
health expenditure of $12 billion.We have a safety net
— if you and your family have no more Medisave funds
and you have exceeded your MediShield claimable
limit, you can apply for Medifund and be covered under
the scheme, provided you meet the stringent means
tests. This is different from what the WHO report
describes as universal health coverage, which “means
that everyone has access to quality health services that
they need without risking financial hardship from paying
for them”.®

Everyone should have access to essential preventive,
curative and rehabilitative health services. “Hotel
services” can be provided to the wealthy, but we believe
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