29/ 09/ 2001

The right to nedical care

DOCTORS, nurses and other health and nedi cal workers have al ways been hel d
in high esteemas they save lives and alleviate the pain and suffering of
the sick. In keeping with the high standards of the profession, they nust
be i mbued wi th conpassion and a hi gh sense of duty.

The sick, whether they can afford it or not, have a right to nmedical and
health care. Unfortunately, in an environnment of changi ng val ues and
priorities, the industry's code of ethics and responsibility are sonetinmes
sacrificed on the altar of the mghty ringgit. In sone instances, they are
dunped to safeguard and preserve the self-interests of health care

provi ders.
Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad's call for equitable and
easy access to nedical and health services for all is a tinely rem nder

Changes in lifestyle and the escal ating cost of nedical treatnent makes it
i ncunmbent upon hospitals, both public and private, to ensure that the sick
get the services they need.

Peopl e needi ng nmedi cal assi stance cannot be refused treatnment or
adm ssion to hospital for whatever reason. Reports of such incidents,
al beit isolated in nature, are beyond conprehensi on. Expressi ng concern
recently about the case of a patient allegedly refused treatnent at a
private and a government hospital, Health Mnister Datuk Chua Jui Meng
sai d hospitals cannot turn away patients because they do not want to risk
bei ng bl amed shoul d the treatnent go wong. This breach of the Hi ppocratic
Qat h can only cause consternation anong the public. Unless action is taken
qui ckly to check such an irresponsible practice, it will becone the norm

Hospitals that admit patients on a selective basis are not true to the
calling of the profession. There is always an el enent of risk in any
endeavour but if healthcare personnel exercise due care in the best
interest of the patient, they would have done a professional job and
shoul d have no worry about any breach. In the case of a private hospital,
it is accepted that being a corporate entity, it has shareholders to
answer to. But if material gains and fear of litigation are its main
considerations, then it is truly in the wong busi ness. Heal thcare shoul d
not be the exclusive domain of a privileged few and as Dr Mahathir has
rem nded, excessive pre-occupation with individualistic care m ght distort
beyond proportion the interests of the community.

The advance of technol ogy and new nodalities have brought about new
di mensions in the provision and perspective of oral and general health.
Dentistry, too, has paralleled nedicine in the forefront of the nodern
health profession. It has shifted its focus fromthe nere concern of
heal thy teeth and guns to the broader perspective of oral health. Through
the years, Mal aysia has made its mark in health care and won the bid to
host the FDI Annual Dental Congress 2001 which is now going on in Kuala

Lunpur.
As the nation marches on in its endeavour to achi eve devel oped nation
status, the private sector nust fulfil its role and responsibility in the

i mpl ementation of the country's nedical and heal th progranmmes. Although
the Governnent provides a sizeable budget for healthcare yearly, there is
only so much that it can do. Private hospitals and clinics nust continue
to exercise their conscionable duty in this realmto ensure the
credibility of the profession is strengthened.
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