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Pronmoting health and nmedical tourismto boost forex earnings

Hayati Hayat udin

MALAYSI A will exploit the relatively new sector of health and medi cal
tourism not just to take advantage of the excellent health care
facilities but also to boost foreign exchange.

The Health Mnistry has laid the groundwork and fornul at ed gui del i nes
with the ai mof making Mal aysia a destination for health-rel ated
activities and the centre of excellent nedical treatnent.

"Al'l that is needed is aggressive pronotion by the Governnent, private
health care facilities, travel agencies and nedi cal insurance groups,"
said an official fromthe Health Mnistry.

Private hospitals have been chosen to |l ead the way as they have stronger
manpower in terms of nedical officers and specialists.

In 1997, the private sector registered 1,451 specialists and 4, 600
nmedi cal officers conpared to 964 and 3,755 in the public sector
respectively. There are 210 private hospitals.

According to the Mnistry official who declined to be identified, other
countries that had devel oped health tourismto their econom ¢ advant age
were the United Kingdom the United States, Switzerland, France, Hungary,
Costa Rica, Cuba, Singapore and the Phili ppines.

"In times of econonmic downturn, it nmakes sense if one subsector of the
service industry, that is, health and nedici ne, can be nurtured and
nmoti vated to beconme a foreign exchange earner for Ml aysia," she said.

"Way not capitalise on the excellent nedical facilities which is
under goi ng naj or growt h?

"Cuba and Costa Rica have been pronoting their health care services and
have been successful in attracting a | arge nunber of health tourists at
prices that are said to be a fraction of what they would cost in the
United States.”

Early this week, Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad had
directed that tourismpronotions be intensified and new products
i ntroduced.

In a meeting with Culture, Arts and Tourism M ni ster Datuk Sabbaruddin
Chi k, Dr Mahathir had asked the industry to look into pronoting health
tourism which is non-existent in the country at the nonent.

Thi s includes placing adverti sements on health tourism wth the
services and facilities offered by hospitals publicised.

To pronote health tourism facilities such as speedy visa approval, tax
i ncentives and nore advertising channels should be introduced.

The M nistry has reached an agreenment with the Inmigration Departnent to
al low nedical visitors to Malaysia to receive visa approvals in a week.

There are two ways to apply for visas; either apply in a person's hone
country or apply to the country itself.

However, for nedical treatnment, visitors or woul d-be patients can apply
directly to the Immigration Departnent and have their visas approved in a
week.

"This is a new policy set by the Immigration Departnent," the Health
Mnistry official, said, adding that patients who had identified the
hospitals they were visiting could get themto apply for their visas.

"A concept called fast track has al so been introduced, whereby the
visiting patient can seek the assistance of an I mri gration Departnment head
at the point of entry for quick clearance," she added.

In |ate August, Health M nister Datuk Chua Jui Meng said patients and



relatives or friends acconpanying themwere now given priority in the
renewal of visas or social visit passes if their stay extended beyond
t hr ee nont hs.

Normal Iy, they are given a three-nonth social visit pass.

Chua said on a reconmendati on fromthe hospital concerned, the renewa
process was patient-friendly in that the patient's next-of-kin could go to
the Inmm gration Departnment on behal f of the patient.

Applications by the nationals of 13 countries which are required to
obtain visas before entering Malaysia will also be expedited to enable
patients to seek treatnent here as soon as possi bl e.

The target group for health tourismis the mddle income earner. In nost
foreign countries, nedical bills are paid for either by the health
managenment organi sations or the medi cal insurance conpanies of the
enpl oyers. They are known as the payers and are al so the target group

"For npbst devel oped countries, nedical facilities are avail able but
Mal aysi a can now of fer services of the sane quality at cheaper prices,"”
she sai d.

She gave the exanple of a sinple |unpectony which would take about 30
m nutes and a hal f-day stay at the hospital.

News magazi nes |i ke Asi aweek and the Far Eastern Econonic Revi ew have
listed Mal aysia as the cheapest destination for quality health care and
nmedi cal treatment.

"Even with the whole treatnent, flight ticket and hotel accommbdati on
and a holiday to say Taman Negara, the cost would only be a quarter of
what you woul d pay in Europe."

Devel opi ng countries |ike Myanmar, Vietnam Laos, Iraq and other M ddle
Eastern countries which lack quality nedical facilities are also the
target group.

As with any new concept, success depends on its pronotion and
advertising. Realising this, the Mnistry's Advertising and Medi cal Board
has al |l owed private hospitals some flexibility.
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