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THE CHANGE FOUNDATION

HEALTH CARE DESERVES OUR FINEST THOUGHT




The Change Foundation interviews Globe and Mail health columnist, Andre Picard (Interview: Wednesday, September 24th, 2008)
Bio:

André Picard is the public health reporter at The Globe and Mail, where he has been a staff writer since 1987. He has received much acclaim for his writing, including the Michener Award for Meritorious Public Service Journalism, the Canadian Policy Research Award, the Atkinson Fellowship for Public Policy Research and the Award for Excellence in Women’s Health Reporting. In 2002, he received the Centennial Prize of the Pan-American Health Organization as the top public health reporter in the Americas. André is the author of three best-selling books Critical Care: Canadian Nurses Speak For Change and The Gift of Death: Confronting Canada's Tainted Blood Tragedy and A Call to Alms: The New Face of Charity in Canada.

Health & health care # 1 priority for Canadians, but not heard on the hustings. Why isn’t health care on the radar in our federal election campaign?

Q1: The Change Foundation

As of mid- September, health care has not yet emerged as a key issue in the federal election campaign. This, despite recent polls (Angus Reid and CBC) placing health care as the number-one issue for Canadians.  The leaders’ platforms of course cover health issues, but there seems to be a disconnect between the public’s stated priorities and the political discourse.  Do you agree, and if so, how do you account for it? 

A1: Andre Picard
There is little debate on health because there are few real differences between the major political parties. When there is "debate" on health care, it tends to be rhetorical exchanges rather than differences of substance. Medicare is a sacred cow in Canada. While it is good there is broad support for our publicly-funded insurance program, it stifles real debate and reform. 

Q2:  The Change Foundation

What are some of the pressing big picture health and health-care issues you feel Canadians need and deserve to have directly addressed by the leaders in this campaign?  

A2: Andre Picard

There are a number of major health care issues that our politicians should be addressing/debating:

· How to provide access to necessary medications and resolve the fundamental issues of access that currently exist around the country - pharmacare and catastrophic drug insurance.

· The lack of access to mental health services, an area that is specifically excluded from the Canada Health Act;

· The lack of accountability of the provinces when they receive cash/points transfers from Ottawa for providing health services;

· The shameful state of healthcare in among First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples, who are the direct responsibility of the federal government.

Q3:  The Change Foundation

How do you see your role as a journalist in driving informed public debate and seeking more clarity and accountability from politicians?  Thoughtful analysis of systemic/big picture health and health-care issues seems hard to come by in this election and in general (present company excepted).  Can you tell us more about the pressures and constraints that affect reporters today, whether on or off the campaign trail? How do factors such as the public's high demand for consumer/latest health study news, the expectation that journalists provide content for multiple platforms (websites, blogs, video, audio,etc) and the unique horse-race aspect of elections impact the depth and quality of coverage?   

A3:  Andre Picard
"An election is no time to discuss serious issues," Prime Minister Kim Campbell said during the 1993 campaign.  While she was derided and mocked for saying so, she was right. Reporters on the campaign trail have to provide a steady stream of "stuff" to the Web, blogs, 24-hour news channels, papers. There is no time for thoughtful analysis. The media is caught up in the daily cut-and-thrust of rhetorical exchanges and perceived shifts in voter support. And the political leaders and candidates stick pretty closely to a script. 

Personally, I have no role in the campaign coverage. There is little space and even less interest in in-depth debate.

 

Q4:  The Change Foundation

The Health Council of Canada’s latest report released this past June, says despite the billions poured into health care by the 2003 and 2004  federal-provincial health accords, hopes of health-care renewal have not been realized in key areas such as primary health care. How do you respond to the assertion that these much-touted accords – with their record level of investments and their promise to “fix health care for a generation” – have in some ways made health care less of an issue?  Where are the questions about accountability – about what Canadians got for those dollars, and about what areas remain orphaned? 

A4:  Andre Picard
The health accords were political documents, designed to assuage provincial politicians, not address fundamental issues in the health system. The billions spent bought a few more years of complacency and did not address the underlying issues like how the health system should be funded and the limitations on provision of services under medicare.  I'm not sure that the accords have made health care less of an issue but they have provided a pretty big band-aid to cover up underlying problems temporarily. There is no accountability: Canadians do not really understand how the system is funded, and politicians don't really want them to understand.

Q5: The Change Foundation

Now it’s time for the mouse to turn to the elephant sleeping in our bed.  Talk during the current American election campaign is all about change, including commitments from both candidates to improve health care.  Any spillover effect here?  

A5: Andre Picard

The rhetoric in Canada has been kept to a minimum. In the U.S., the rhetoric is over-heated and hollow. McCain and Obama talk a lot about reform but neither of their proposals would bring the U.S. system anywhere close to Canada's in terms of universality or fairness. 

Spillover? No, I don't think so.
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