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      Before Parliament
Health for all!
Health is our Right. But in our country, which under the present BJP government led by Narendra Modi, claims to be the fastest growing economy in the world, health has become the preserve of only those who can pay for it. Today, our health care system is ranked at 154th in 195 countries, at the lower end. Basic health indicators are well below the global averages. 20% of all maternal deaths and 25% of all child deaths in the world occur in India. Communicable diseases account for 53% of all deaths in the country.

Is it necessary to mention that it is the poor who account for a disproportionately large share of these deaths? Is it unavoidable? Why should lakhs of people, mostly the poor, particularly women and children, die due to such preventable and easily curable diseases like Tuberculosis, diarrhoea, anaemia and several pregnancy related causes, in a country which boasts of having some of the best doctors and medical facilities in the world; in a country that talks of promoting ‘medical tourism’?
It is because the public healthcare network in our country has long been neglected. It suffers from lack of funds, infrastructure and personnel; suffers from administrative failures. A Parliament Committee report of 2016 reveals that there is a shortage of at least 5 lakh doctors in government hospitals; only 74% of the required skilled birth attendants are in place. There are 18000 vacancies of ANMs (Auxiliary Nurse cum Midwife) in health sub centres. At the Community Health Centre (CHC) level, there is 82% shortage of specialists including surgeons, obstetricians and gynaecologists, physicians and paediatricians. Many of the sub centres, PHCs and CHCs do not have electricity or running water; large numbers of them are running in dilapidated buildings; they do not have proper approach roads.
As a result, people are compelled to seek health care from private hospitals. 70% households in urban and 63% in rural areas depend on private hospitals and spend large parts of their income on health. High out of pocket expenditure on health has led to families to incur ‘catastrophic health expenditure’, ‘one of the major contributors to poverty, as the government’s own Health Policy 2017 admits. The poor find it impossible to come out of it.
The thrust of neoliberal policies is to cut down welfare expenditure by the government. This has resulted in successive governments cutting down expenditure on health and privatising health care in the name of Public Private Partnership (PPP). With its strong commitment to neoliberalism, the BJP government led by Modi is totally dismantling the public health care system. Health care is becoming increasingly out of reach for the poor.
Under neoliberalism, health care is no more being treated as an essential service, a basic right of the citizens of the country. Instead, it is treated as an ‘industry’. The National Health Policy 2017 of the BJP government led by Modi talks of the ‘emergence of a robust health care industry estimated to be growing at double digit’ and the policy direction is to ‘align the growth of private health care sector with public health goals’. This is nothing but government’s withdrawal from its basic responsibility of ensuring health to all its citizens.  Those who can afford can go to the private hospitals, those who cannot, may suffer or die.
The Ayushman Bharat programme, touted as ‘Modicare’, has schemes meant to privatise health care and convert the entire health care into an insurance driven system.
The BJP government has already announced privatisation or outright sale of all the public sector drug manufacturing companies. The Rs 1200 crore allotted to purchase essential medicines and diagnostics will go to the private drug firms.

The BJP government in Rajasthan has already privatised 42 rural and 43 urban PHCs and called for tenders for 50 more rural PHCs. Under this PPP model, the state government would pay Rs 30 lakh per PHC and the private entity would take over the management and all operations of the PHC. The BJP government in Chattisgarh decided to run 9 CHCs including 4 in the state capital of Raipur, 2 in Bhilai Steel City in the PPP mode. Again, the Yogi led BJP government in Uttar Pradesh announced that the state government would establish 1000 hospitals in the PPP mode as part of the Ayushman Bharat programme. It has already asked the foreign consultancy firm Ernst & Young to prepare a project report. The PPP model envisages that the government would provide 3 acres of land in the CHC area and the private party would build the hospital to carry on the health care business. To make up for the shortage of doctors in the existing hospitals, doctors would be recruited on contract basis by the private firms. The NITI Ayog established by the BJP government soon after assuming power at the centre, issued guidelines for PPP model in district hospital for non communicable diseases, stipulating that the state governments have to pay penalties if they default on paying their private partners.
The government has made the grandiose announcement, in its 2018 Budget, of providing 10.74 crore poor and vulnerable families, around 50 crore people with insurance coverage of Rs 5 lakh per family under the ‘National Health Protection Scheme’. This will subsume the previous ‘Rashtriya Swasthya Bima Yojana’ (RSBY), the Senior Citizen Health Insurance Scheme and the state sponsored health care schemes. Experience of insurance based health care, including the RSBY, shows that it is the big insurance companies and the big private hospitals that actually benefit from these schemes, not the poor. Experience of the crop insurance scheme Pradhan Mantri Fasal Bima Yojana for the farmers also show that while the insurance companies earned huge profits through premium, peasants continued to commit suicide as their claims for crop loss were not honoured.
Thus the entire aim of the government is to benefit the ‘Trimurti’ of corporates – in health, insurance and drug manufacturing. NHPS is meant for that. This government which invokes ‘nationalism’ at the drop of a hat is promoting the multinational corporations in health care, through the FDI route. $4.83 billion FDI has been invested in corporate hospitals and diagnostic centres. The government has allowed 49% FDI, through automatic route, in insurance sector and 100% FDI in new ventures and up to 74% in the case of takeover through automatic route, in pharmaceuticals.

Despite all this, the allocation for health in the Budget has come down from 2.4% last year to 2.1% this year. It has dropped to 1.1% of GDP, among the lowest ten in the world.

The eagerness of the BJP led government committed to neoliberalism to serve corporate interests, does not stop at this. It has allowed e retailers like Amazon and Walmart to enter medicine supply market replacing around 7.5 lakh medicine retailers employing around 20 lakh people.
The BJP government did not leave medical education too. It has proposed setting up a National Medical Commission (NMC) to replace the Medical Council of India. The NMC is envisaged to remove regulations in starting medical colleges and allow automatic approval route. It will raise the management quota in private medical colleges from the present 15% to 60%; fees will be left to the discretion of the management. This will drastically cut down seats for economically weaker sections and for SC/STs.
The government seeks to allow a free hand to the big pharmaceutical companies, both domestic and foreign, to fleece people through exorbitant prices of medicines. It is not prepared to touch the drug companies that indulge in corrupt practices by bringing in specific law to punish bribe giving drug companies.
First Drug Prices Control Order (DPCO), 1979 was based on manufacturing cost of medicines and had brought all medicines under price control. Medicines price control was gradually diluted by the subsequent DPCO. With the onset of neoliberalism, in 1995, all drugs except essential drugs were removed from price control by DPCO; then the list of essential bulk drugs was drastically cut down from 140 to 76; and the Mark Up, i.e. maximum allowable addition in the price of the medicine over manufacturing cost of essential drugs, was increased to 100%. The new DPCO 2013 removed all medicines from price control except 348 medicines in the new National List of Essential Medicines (NLEM). Note, this list is of ‘medicines’, i.e. the final products, thousands of which are produced through various combinations of ‘bulk drugs’, and not that of ‘bulk drugs’ alone; prices of these medicines are decided not based on the cost of production but on ‘market prices’. It has also allowed the drug companies to raise their prices every year without prior approval of the government.  As a result the pharmaceutical companies are reaping huge profits by selling medicines at prices even up to 1000% above the cost of production.

The BJP government’s GST structure has also resulted in increase in the prices of medicines. The government has resorted to the fraudulent method of excluding most of the 376 essential medicines from the ‘list of essential medicines charging 5% GST’ and imposing 12% and 18% on most of the essential medicines in the NLEM. This has resulted in escalation of prices of all essential medicines.
Today, we have all the resources that can ensure health for all. We have technically qualified and efficient doctors, nurses and other para medicals; we have the resources to train many more and we have young boys and girls who can be trained to provide effective health care to all our people. We have the financial resources. The governments during the last over a decade extending tax and other concessions worth more than Rs 10-12 lakh crore every year to the big national and foreign corporates. They are allowed to swindle our money saved in the banks and flee the country.
If these resources are properly utilised, for the benefit of the people and not for the profit of the corporates, the basis necessity of life, health, can be provided for all our people. What is necessary is to change the policy direction.

The 5th September 2018 ‘Mazdoor Kisan Sangharsh Rally’ at Parliament is to demand this. It is to emphatically demand the government to:

· Ensure health for all;
· Stop privatisation of health care system; strengthen and expand public health infrastructure to provide health, medical and maternity services free of cost;
· Raise public expenditure on health to 5% of GDP;
· Revive public sector drug companies;
· Regulation of private health care centres;
· Control of prices of essential drugs by adopting a cost based pricing formula.
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