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CRISIS ﬁEEPEﬁs

SRI LANKA'S
HEALTH SYSTEM
OLLAPSES

Lack of petrol
means doctors
unable to reach
hospitals, which are
also short on drugs

COLOMEO

NTIRE wards are dark
and nearly empty in Sri
Lanka’s largest hospital,
its few remaining pa-
tients leaving untreated and still
in pain, and doctors prevented
from even arriving for their
*shifts.

An unprecedented economic
crisis has dealt a body blow to a
free and universal healthcare sys-
tem that just months earlier was

the envy of the country’s South™

Asian neighbours. .
Suffering from diabetes and
high blood pressure that in-

flamed her joints, Theresa Mary
travelled to the capital Colombo

~ for treatment at the National

Hospital of Sri Lanka.

Unable to find a ride for the last
leg of her journey, she had to limp
the last 5km on foot.

She was discharged four days
later, still finding it difficult to
stand on her feet, because the
dispensary had run out of sub-
sidised painkillers.

“Doctors asked me to buy
medicines from a private phar-

macy, but I don’t have money,”

Mary, 70, said.

“My knees are still swollen. I
don’t have a home in Colombe. I
don’t know how long I have to
walk.™

The National Hospital normal-
ly caters to people all over the
island nation in need of specialist
treatment, but it now runs on re-
duced staff and many of its 3,400
beds are lying unused.

Supplies of surgery equipment
and life-saving drugs have been
almost exhausted, while chronic
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petrol shortages have left both

~ patients and doctors unable to

travel for treatment.,

“Patients scheduled for surg-
eries are not reporting,” Dr Vasan
Ratnasingham, a -member of a
government medical officers’ as-
sociation, said.

“Some medical staff work dou-
ble shifts because others cannot
report for duty. They have cars
but no fuel.” |

Sri Lanka imports 85 per cent of
its medicines and medical equip-
ment, along with raw materials to
manufacture the remaining
share of its needs.

But the country is now
bankrupt and a lack of foreign
currency has left it unable to
source enough petrol to keep the
economy moving and enough
pharmaceuticals to treat its sick.

“Normal painkillers, antibi-

]

otics and paediatric medicines
are in extremely short supply.

- “Other medicines have become
up to four times more expensive
in the last three months,” phar-
macy owner K. Mathiyalagan
said.

Mathiyalagan said his col-
leagues had to reject three out of
every 10 prescriptions because
they lacked the means to fill
them.

“A lot of basic medicines are
out of stock,” he added.

“Doctors prescribe without
knowing what is available in the
pharmacies.”

Health Ministry officials de-
clined to give details about the
present state of Sri Lanka’s public
health services, on which 90 per
cent of the population depends.

But doctors working in govern-
ment hospitals said they had
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been forced to curtail routine
surgeries to prioritise life-threat-
ening emergencies, and use less
effective substitute medicines.

“Sri Lanka’s once-strong
healthcare system is now in jeop-
ardy,” United Nations Resident
Coordinator Hanaa Singer-
Hamdy said.

“The most vulnerable are fac-
ingthe greatest impact.”

The World Bank recently redi-
rected development funds to
help Sri Lanka pay for urgently
needed medications, including
anti-rabies vaccines.

If the crisis drags on, “More in-
fants will die, and malnutrition
will be rampant in Sri Lanka,” Dr
Vasan of the medical officers’ as-
sociation said.

“It will bring our healthcare
system to the verge of collapse.”
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