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29th January, 2005
Consumers play an important role in shaping healthcare in SA
At a meeting of the South African National Consumer Union, 29th January, representatives of Innovative Medicines SA told consumers that their input as an informed stakeholder was critical in shaping the future of healthcare in SA.  Stakeholders in private healthcare have been challenged with an abundance of legislation intended to protect the rights of patients and to progressively improve access to healthcare.  However, implementation of parts of the legislation has not been plain sailing as is seen with the medicines pricing and medical aid legislation.
Medical Aid practices have, in the interests of the consumer, been challenged by new patient friendly laws.  Patients now have definite rights, in terms of their medical aid membership, to certain prescribed minimum benefits, payout provisions and healthcare provider access.  
Of concern to Klinck (IMSA), was the information reported in the Medical Council Report for 2004 that medical scheme membership costs were rising whilst benefit and payouts were reducing (Table 1).  Of great significance is the single statistic that medical schemes are paying, on an annual basis per beneficiary, in rand value, nearly as much on administration and non - health related costs as they are on medicines (Table 2)
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On the subject of medicines pricing, Beaumont said that the consumer would be vulnerable until there was absolute clarity on the way forward on the implementation of the legislation intended to make medicines more affordable.   Advice given by her was that consumers should in the meantime shop around on price but always be sure to use a reputable and dependable source for their medicines supply and to use medicines as directed.  On price, consumers should ask:

· What is the manufacturer’s SEP (single exit price) – publicly available information?
· What is the dispensing fee and other pharmacy costs?
· What are medical aid costs and reimbursement values?
Consumers should also be aware of the dynamics around generic substitution.  Always make sure you are being offered a genuine generic and not an alternative type of product, this is not allowed by the law and is not in the patients’ interest unless a doctor has checked it out.  
Additional information:

IMSA represents pharmaceutical manufacturer’s making up 32% of the private prescription medicines market in South Africa. The members are: Sanofi-Aventis Pharma, Eli Lilly, Novartis Pharma, MSD, Pfizer and Roche).
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