BHF plays Pass the Buck as well as the Blame Game

HUMPHREY Zokufa, the chief executive at the Board of Healthcare Funders (BHF), described Steven Friedman's presentation at the BHF annual conference last week as "provocative" and later said the board would probably have to rectify a few things.

Zokufa was somewhat grudgingly accepting that there might be some truth in what Friedman had said about schemes being concerned only about the bottom line instead of its members.

Friedman, a director at the Centre for Study of Democracy at the University of Johannesburg and Rhodes University, said the schemes failed to communicate with members because the wording they used in contracts was complex.

Members sometimes failed to understand the choices they made when they decided on a medical aid option, he said.

This made a number of delegates quite uncomfortable. When Friedman indicated to the organisers that he was negative about their industry, we were almost convinced that the winds of change were blowing.

The local healthcare industry has been characterised by players that are masters of the blame game. The government blames the private sector for spiralling costs, while the private players accuse each other and the state for a dilapidated system that has left consumers with just two choices: either tolerate poor services at government facilities or pay excessive prices for better treatment from the private sector.

On the last day of the conference, Zokufa said BUSINESS REPORT should pose to Zweli Mkhize, the ANC chairman of the health and education subcommittee, the same question we had asked Zokufa, because Mkhize was the right person "to deal with those issues".

Last Monday we asked Zokufa to respond to Friedman's speech. We're still not sure why Zokufa believed Mkhize would be better suited to explain why schemes' premiums were unaffordable and why benefits were structured to confuse members.

It has become clear that the BHF was - contrary to what Zokufa would like us to believe - not ready to inspect its own service delivery. The sad part is that Friedman's sentiments are probably shared by many of the "man on the street" members.

If anyone at BHF disagrees with our conclusion that it dismissed Friedman's speech, then why is it not posted on its website like the other presentations?
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