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Medicare is as sustainable as we want it to be

The headlines scream health-care costs are out of control. Last week's Quebec budget floated the notion of user fees. At the Montreal Liberal policy conference, David Dodge, former governor of the Bank of Canada, spoke for many when he claimed that the only options were higher taxes, user fees or poorer services. 

However, noted UBC economist Robert Evans reminds us to be wary of the rhetoric of unsustainability setting up limited choices. In fact, a closer examination reveals that medicare's expenses have been relatively stable and the best cost-control option focuses on enhanced quality.

During the depths of Canada's last serious recession in 1992, Canada spent 10 per cent of its economy on health care. Canadians were concerned and governments froze budgets. Then the economy boomed. Five years later, we spent less than 9 per cent of GDP on health. In a few years, we became concerned about underfunding. Governments had lots of money and we deliberately ramped up spending. 

By 2009, another recession year, health care took 12 per cent of our GDP. Provinces started turning off the taps. But last week's numbers indicate the economy is on fire. In a few years, health care's share of GDP will fall again. 

There's even less sign of cost pressures if we look at public spending. Only about two-thirds of Canadian health care is directly funded by the provinces and their costs barely increased over those 17 years from 6.9 per cent to 7.7 per cent of GDP. Furthermore, the Canada Health Act covers only hospitals and doctors. The costs of those programs have actually decreased from 5.3 per cent to 5 per cent of GDP. 

It's the non-medicare costs that are out of control. Drug spending increased from 1.2 per cent to 2 per cent of GDP and there have been steep increases also for dental and optical services. Not coincidently, these sectors mirror the U.S. multi-payer health system. Government covers a minority of costs. There are high administrative expenses. Prices are inevitably higher without a single payer. And many Canadians suffer grievously because they can't afford needed care. 

More important, there are many choices available besides additional spending or less service. In 2003, the Ontario Drug Benefit plan spent $65 million for Vioxx, an anti-arthritic drug. The next year, it was withdrawn from the market because it was linked to heart attacks. Not only was Vioxx more dangerous than alternatives like ibuprofen, it was 50 times more expensive. While we were telling seniors there was no money for home care, we poured $60 million down the drain and hundreds of Ontarians died premature deaths. 

Health care is replete with waste. Fifteen per cent to 20 per cent of patients with heart failure are readmitted to hospital within one month of discharge. Simply ensuring home-care nursing follow-up would eliminate half the readmissions, save hundreds of lives and avert costs of $2,500 per patient. 

These problems are not due to incompetent or uncaring doctors or nurses. Rather, as we've been told for decades, the structure of our health system puts patients in persistent peril. 

Transitions from the community to hospital to nursing home rival the complexity of getting a visa to visit North Korea. Our computerization of health records lags every other wealthy country. Nearly 40 years after a landmark Burlington-based study of nurse practitioners, less than 10 per cent of Ontarians have access to these cost-effective providers. 

Health policy experts conclude that improving quality is the key to sustainability. High performing organizations like the U.S. veterans health system have demonstrated it is possible to simultaneously improve quality, enhance services and control costs. 

Barack Obama will shortly nominate Boston pediatrician Dr. Donald Berwick as administrator of the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services. Berwick is currently president of the Institute of Health Care Improvement. IHI's principles guided the veterans system's journey to excellence as well as influencing other organizations around the world, including many in Ontario. 

CMS funds the U.S. medicare and medicaid programs, one-third of U.S. health-care spending and four times all Canadian health-care expenditures. Obama and Berwick may be about to restructure the U.S. system around quality principles. 

Canadians should be somewhat concerned about our health system's costs. But the road to sustainability runs through improved quality, not user charges or privatization. 

Dr. Michael Rachlis is a health policy analyst and an associate professor at the University of Toronto.
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										From National health Expendtiure Trends 1975 to 2009

										http://secure.cihi.ca/cihiweb/products/National_health_expenditure_trends_1975_to_2009_en.pdf

				Tot HC ($B)		Tot Pvt ($B)		Tot Pub ($B)		Tot hosp ($B)		Tot MD ($B)		Pvt sector hosp ($B)		Pvt sector MD ($B)		Pub sector hosp ($B)		Pub sector MD ($B)		Pub sector Hosp & MD		Public sector non-Medicare		Total HC Exp as % of GDP

		1975		12.2		2.9		9.3		5.45		1.84		0.32		0.027		5.13		1.813		6.943		2.357		7

		1976		14		3.2		10.8		6.36		2.07		0.38		0.03		5.98		2.04		8.02		2.78		7

		1977		15.5		3.6		11.9		6.79		2.28		0.42		0.032		6.37		2.248		8.618		3.282		7

		1978		17.1		4.1		13		7.38		2.57		0.52		0.038		6.86		2.532		9.392		3.608		7

		1979		19.2		4.6		14.6		8.11		2.86		0.63		0.053		7.48		2.807		10.287		4.313		6.8

		1980		22.3		5.5		16.8		9.33		3.29		0.75		0.052		8.58		3.238		11.818		4.982		7.1

		1981		26.3		6.3		20		11		3.82		0.9		0.05		10.1		3.77		13.87		6.13		7.3

		1982		30.8		7.3		23.5		13.1		4.42		1.09		0.068		12.01		4.352		16.362		7.138		8.1

		1983		34		8		26		14.4		5.05		1.24		0.079		13.16		4.971		18.131		7.869		8.3

		1984		36.7		8.8		27.9		15.3		5.53		1.41		0.081		13.89		5.449		19.339		8.561		8.2

		1985		39.8		9.7		30.1		16.3		6.05		1.52		0.084		14.78		5.966		20.746		9.354		8.2

		1986		43.3		10.8		32.5		17.6		6.67		1.7		0.077		15.9		6.593		22.493		10.007		8.5

		1987		46.8		11.7		35.1		19		7.34		1.8		0.077		17.2		7.263		24.463		10.637		8.4

		1988		51		12.8		38.2		20.4		7.94		1.9		0.08		18.5		7.86		26.36		11.84		8.3

		1989		56.1		14.2		41.9		22.3		8.51		2		0.084		20.3		8.426		28.726		13.174		8.5

		1990		61		15.6		45.4		23.9		9.25		2.24		0.088		21.66		9.162		30.822		14.578		9

		1991		66.3		16.9		49.4		25.7		10.2		2.41		0.091		23.29		10.109		33.399		16.001		9.7

		1992		69.7		18.1		51.6		26.7		10.4		2.54		0.094		24.16		10.306		34.466		17.134		10

		1993		71.5		19.6		51.9		26.7		10.5		2.67		0.097		24.03		10.403		34.433		17.467		9.8

		1994		73.1		20.6		52.5		26.2		10.7		2.66		0.102		23.54		10.598		34.138		18.362		9.5

		1995		74.1		21.4		52.7		25.5		10.7		2.38		0.109		23.12		10.591		33.711		18.989		9.1

		1996		74.7		21.9		52.8		25.2		10.8		2.25		0.112		22.95		10.688		33.638		19.162		8.9

		1997		78.8		23.5		55.3		24.8		11.3		2.33		0.121		22.47		11.179		33.649		21.651		8.9

		1998		84		24.8		59.2		25.8		11.8		2.34		0.143		23.46		11.657		35.117		24.083		9.2

		1999		90.2		27		63.2		26.9		12.4		2.48		0.153		24.42		12.247		36.667		26.533		9.2

		2000		98.4		29.2		69.2		29.1		13.2		2.67		0.175		26.43		13.025		39.455		29.745		9.1

		2001		107.1		32.1		75		31		14.1		2.93		0.149		28.07		13.951		42.021		32.979		9.7

		2002		115.2		35		80.2		33.4		15.2		3.28		0.26		30.12		14.94		45.06		35.14		10

		2003		123.8		36.9		86.9		35.6		16.3		3.33		0.197		32.27		16.103		48.373		38.527		10.2

		2004		132		39.4		92.6		38.3		17.3		3.63		0.232		34.67		17.068		51.738		40.862		10.2

		2005		141.1		41.9		99.2		40.4		18.5		3.83		0.254		36.57		18.246		54.816		44.384		10.3

		2006		151.4		45.6		105.8		43		20		3.97		0.304		39.03		19.696		58.726		47.074		10.4

		2007		161		47.8		113.2		45.4		21.5		4.16		0.244		41.24		21.256		62.496		50.704		10.5

		2008		173.6		51.8		121.8		48.5		23.6		4.46		0.276		44.04		23.324		67.364		54.436		10.8

		2009		183.1		54.5		128.6		50.9		25.6		4.67		0.28		46.23		25.32		71.55		57.05		11.9

		From National health Expenditure Trends 1975 to 2009												http://secure.cihi.ca/cihiweb/products/National_health_expenditure_trends_1975_to_2009_en.pdf

		Health care as a share of GDP 1975 to 2009

				Total HC Exp		Private HC Exp		Public HC Exp		Pub sector Hosp & MD Exp		Public sector non-Medicare Exp										Total HC Exp		Pub sector Hosp & MD Exp		Public sector non-Medicare Exp		Private HC Exp

		1975		7		1.6639344262		5.3360655738		3.9836885246		1.3523770492								1975		7.00		3.98		1.35		1.66

		1976		7		1.6		5.4		4.01		1.39								1976		7.00		4.01		1.39		1.60

		1977		7		1.6258064516		5.3741935484		3.892		1.4821935484								1977		7.00		3.89		1.48		1.63

		1978		7		1.6783625731		5.3216374269		3.8446783626		1.4769590643								1978		7.00		3.84		1.48		1.68

		1979		6.8		1.6291666667		5.1708333333		3.6433125		1.5275208333								1979		6.80		3.64		1.53		1.63

		1980		7.1		1.7511210762		5.3488789238		3.7626816143		1.5861973094								1980		7.10		3.76		1.59		1.75

		1981		7.3		1.7486692015		5.5513307985		3.8498479087		1.7014828897								1981		7.30		3.85		1.70		1.75

		1982		8.1		1.9198051948		6.1801948052		4.3029935065		1.8772012987								1982		8.10		4.30		1.88		1.92

		1983		8.3		1.9529411765		6.3470588235		4.4260970588		1.9209617647								1983		8.30		4.43		1.92		1.95

		1984		8.2		1.9662125341		6.2337874659		4.3209754768		1.9128119891								1984		8.20		4.32		1.91		1.97

		1985		8.2		1.9984924623		6.2015075377		4.2743015075		1.9272060302								1985		8.20		4.27		1.93		2.00

		1986		8.5		2.1200923788		6.3799076212		4.4154849885		1.9644226328								1986		8.50		4.42		1.96		2.12

		1987		8.4		2.1		6.3		4.3907948718		1.9092051282								1987		8.40		4.39		1.91		2.10

		1988		8.3		2.0831372549		6.2168627451		4.2899607843		1.9269019608								1988		8.30		4.29		1.93		2.08

		1989		8.5		2.1515151515		6.3484848485		4.3524242424		1.9960606061								1989		8.50		4.35		2.00		2.15

		1990		9		2.3016393443		6.6983606557		4.5475081967		2.150852459								1990		9.00		4.55		2.15		2.30

		1991		9.7		2.4725490196		7.2274509804		4.8864298643		2.3410211161								1991		9.70		4.89		2.34		2.47

		1992		10		2.5968436155		7.4031563845		4.9449067432		2.4582496413								1992		10.00		4.94		2.46		2.60

		1993		9.8		2.6864335664		7.1135664336		4.7194881119		2.3940783217								1993		9.80		4.72		2.39		2.69

		1994		9.5		2.6771545828		6.8228454172		4.4365389877		2.3863064295								1994		9.50		4.44		2.39		2.68

		1995		9.1		2.6280701754		6.4719298246		4.1399473684		2.3319824561								1995		9.10		4.14		2.33		2.63

		1996		8.9		2.6092369478		6.2907630522		4.0077402945		2.2830227577								1996		8.90		4.01		2.28		2.61

		1997		8.9		2.6541878173		6.2458121827		3.8004581218		2.4453540609								1997		8.90		3.80		2.45		2.65

		1998		9.2		2.7161904762		6.4838095238		3.846147619		2.6376619048								1998		9.20		3.85		2.64		2.72

		1999		9.2		2.7538802661		6.4461197339		3.7398713969		2.706248337								1999		9.20		3.74		2.71		2.75

		2000		9.1		2.7004065041		6.3995934959		3.6487855691		2.7508079268								2000		9.10		3.65		2.75		2.70

		2001		9.7		2.9072829132		6.7927170868		3.8058235294		2.9868935574								2001		9.70		3.81		2.99		2.91

		2002		10		3.0381944444		6.9618055556		3.9114583333		3.0503472222								2002		10.00		3.91		3.05		3.04

		2003		10.2		3.0402261712		7.1597738288		3.9854975767		3.174276252								2003		10.20		3.99		3.17		3.04

		2004		10.2		3.0445454545		7.1554545455		3.9979363636		3.1575181818								2004		10.20		4.00		3.16		3.04

		2005		10.3		3.0586109142		7.2413890858		4.0014514529		3.2399376329								2005		10.30		4.00		3.24		3.06

		2006		10.4		3.1323645971		7.2676354029		4.0340184941		3.2336169089								2006		10.40		4.03		3.23		3.13

		2007		10.5		3.1173913043		7.3826086957		4.075826087		3.3067826087								2007		10.50		4.08		3.31		3.12

		2008		10.8		3.2225806452		7.5774193548		4.1908479263		3.3865714286								2008		10.80		4.19		3.39		3.22

		2009		11.9		3.5420535227		8.3579464773		4.6501638449		3.7077826324								2009		11.90		4.65		3.71		3.54
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