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MEDICINE AND HEALTH POLICY

Russia hunts for funds for ailing health service

Russian health-care reform
received a boost on 

Jan 27 following the release of
a report prepared for
President Vladimir Putin
condemning inefficient
health-care delivery and
mismanagement of the federal
compulsory health insurance
fund.

The report, from the
Kremlin’s Government
Control Directorate (GKU),
concluded that because
Russia’s health insurance
fund receives only a fifth of
the funds required to
adequately sustain the system,
patients are denied “equal
access to free medical services
guaranteed by the state”. In
light of these charges, work
on a new law to be reviewed
by the federal cabinet next
month, aimed at using federal
pension funds to revitalise the
health insurance fund, has
been accelerated, according
to health-care finance analyst
Sergei Shishkin, a senior
researcher at Moscow’s
Institute for the Economy 
in Transition. 

“The Putin government is
increasingly serious about
overhauling health funding,
which currently relies on an
eclectic and inefficient mix of

funds from government
budgets and health
insurance”, says Shishkin,
who is a member of the
government committee
drafting the new law.

Although the Russian
constitution still guarantees
universal access to medical
care, health-care quality has
declined dramatically since
the Soviet collapse in 1991.
Russian laws passed in 
1991 and 1993 downloaded
the government’s
responsibility for all but 40
hospitals, recognised as top
national centres, to local
governments, while
establishing a mandatory
medical insurance system for
working people, which left
millions of unemployed, or
unregistered, people
uninsured.

Since 1992, government
medical spending has been
cut by 75%. According to the
World Bank, 54% of health
bills within Russia’s public
system are now paid out of
patients’ pockets. Even the
elite hospitals still funded by
the federal government, such
as Moscow’s 200-bed
Haematology Science Centre,
suffer from dire financial
conditions, according to the
centre’s vice director Vladimir
Gorodetskiy. “95% of our
patients have no insurance
and no money to pay for
care”, Gorodetskiy told The
Lancet, “and every year
inflation eats another 20% of
our budget”.

For patients, the health
system’s penury takes a heavy
toll. Russia’s standardised
death rate from
cardiovascular diseases is
more than four times the

European Union (EU)
average. For infectious
diseases, it is more than triple
the EU average, largely due 
to a huge increase in
tuberculosis and HIV/AIDS. 

Shortly after taking office
in 2000, President Putin
launched a plan to avert
Russia’s health-care disaster
by increasing funding for
medical insurance to finance
universal coverage. If the
cabinet approves the proposal
to divert funds to health
insurance from pension
funds—recently bolstered by
several years of government
surpluses—it would be a step
in the right direction, says
Yuri Komarov, vice president
of the Russian Medical
Association, which represents
200 000 doctors. The
proposed reforms “would be
better for physicians”, says
Komarov. “This would bring
real money into the system.
We still have salary delays
now. This should at least
bring regular pay, if not better
pay.”

But Anna Korotkova, head
of health-care quality research
for the Russian Ministry of
Health’s Public Health
Research Institute in
Moscow, says inadequate
health insurance funding is
only part of the problem.
Recent research suggests that
patients are hospitalised too
long and too often for the
wrong reasons, she says. “Of
course we need more money
for health care. But throwing
more money at this won’t
solve the real problems if we
don’t also act to change
clinical practice.”
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President Putin is serious about overhauling health funding
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Basic facts on Russia

Population 145 million
Life expectancy at birth 58·9 (men), 72·3 (women)
(years)
Probability of dying 22 (male); 17 (female)
(per 1000; age under 5 years)
Total expenditure on health 5·3
(% of GDP in 2000)
Government expenditure on health 72·5
(% of total expenditure on health)
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