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Breaking down the NHI act: A looming shock to healthcare cover as we know it
Kevin Aron, Principal Officer at Medshield Medical Scheme

JOHANNESBURG - While the NHI promises to revolutionise healthcare in South Africa, it has many challenges. Most commentators and industry stakeholders have raised several concerns regarding its feasibility, sustainability, and potential impact on the quality of care. On the positive side, the NHI aims to provide universal healthcare for all citizens, addressing the inequalities in the current system where only a minority have access to private healthcare. It will cover health benefits costs for every South African, employed or unemployed, poor or wealthy, rural or urban, without any of us having to pay when we need the services. The NHI will ensure no one is chased away because their benefits and funds are exhausted. These are lofty aims, but the reality is that there is not enough money available to fund a healthcare system with such high aspirations.

Once the NHI is implemented, every South African will have to register with the NHI, likely through a primary accredited healthcare provider. After receiving the needed care, the NHI will pay providers directly for patient services. The Fund will comprehensively cover the costs, meaning patients will not pay out-of-pocket for services covered by the NHI, thus eliminating financial barriers to healthcare. Unfortunately, the NHI benefits package has not been made available, so at this stage, one cannot determine what will be covered in the NHI and what will not be covered. 

A shock to the current system

The current two-tier system of healthcare provision has not sufficiently catered for good quality healthcare for all, specifically in the public sector. This system has precluded people experiencing poverty, or those without medical aid, from accessing a large number of health professionals, services and facilities. NHI aims to establish a single pool of healthcare funding for private and public healthcare providers and will pay both these providers on the same basis while expecting the same standard of care from them. It is however uncertain whether private healthcare providers will accept the rates to be paid by the NHI and the government has provided no information on what these rates would be.

For South Africans without medical aid or in lower income groups, the NHI will be beneficial as it will offer more equitable access to healthcare services and allow them to consult private healthcare practitioners and use private healthcare facilities and practices, with the NHI footing the bill. Not only will it provide healthcare to those who are not members of a medical aid, but the NHI purports to improve the resourcing of public hospitals and healthcare services as the burden of care will be more evenly distributed.

The NHI will shock the system for South Africans who do have medical aid. Those accustomed to private care may have to settle for lower standards while continuing to pay a similar or higher fee. South Africans within a certain income bracket will have to make mandatory monthly payments towards healthcare and carry a higher tax burden. It is questionable whether the current base of taxpayers will be able to afford the costs of the NHI.

Section 33 of the NHI Bill outlines that once the NHI is fully implemented, medical schemes can only offer coverage for services not included in the NHI, effectively replacing their current role. Dr. Larisse Prinsen notes that medical schemes must shift to providing "complementary or top-up cover" for services outside the NHI's scope, with no co-payments required for NHI-covered services. While the NHI will not eliminate medical aid schemes, their function will change, focusing on non-NHI reimbursable services. Concerns have been raised about the potential impact on medical aid schemes and individual choice, likening it to limitations seen in private education or security. However, private healthcare providers will remain operational, and the National Treasury anticipates full implementation will take up to 30 years. The Department of Health however predicts that a fully functional NHI could be implemented in a much shorter period, notwithstanding that no details on the implementation have been provided.

A balanced perspective of the current debate

One of the critical aspects of the NHI is its role in fostering coordinated universal care by integrating primary, secondary, and tertiary care levels into a seamless system. The NHI will introduce provider accreditation standards, requiring public and private healthcare providers to meet specific standards. While it may improve service quality, it may also result in fewer accredited providers, especially in the private sector. The NHI will, therefore, introduce a structured referral system that requires patients to consult with a primary healthcare provider before accessing specialist services. It will optimise resource use and ensure appropriate care at the right level. Private providers may need to adjust to these new standards. It should be noted that South Africa already has too few Specialists practising in the Private sector and there is a high risk of Specialists deciding not to accept the NHI rules or payment rates and rather emigrate to other countries where they will be paid higher amounts for their services.

Ongoing debates about the increased taxes and significant investments in healthcare infrastructure and human resources raise questions about the NHI's viability. There are concerns that the government's cost projections are overly optimistic and that the actual costs could be much higher, making the system unsustainable. Critics argue that the NHI could strain the economy, especially if taxpayers cannot bear the additional financial burden. Furthermore, corruption risks and mismanagement of funds are also significant concerns, and therefore, it is crucial to ensure transparency and accountability in the Fund's operations for its success.

The NHI aims to standardise care quality across all providers, but this could stifle innovation in the private sector. According to the NHI Impact Survey, many fear that the NHI will lead to higher taxes without necessarily improving healthcare outcomes. The NHI may also exacerbate existing healthcare workforce challenges, such as shortages of skilled professionals and uneven distribution of workers, requiring urgent attention to ensure universal access to quality care. Balancing the need for consistent standards with flexibility is crucial for providers to innovate and improve care delivery.

There are expected to be significant legal challenges to the NHI, primarily related to the fairness and rationality of the laws and their constitutionality. Critics argue that the law was pushed through without adequate stakeholder engagement, making it unimplementable and financially unsustainable. This potential unsustainability is a challenge because there needs to be overwhelming public support and trust to succeed. The NHI is expected to face numerous court battles, with questions about whether it aligns with South Africa's constitution.

Transforming the healthcare economy

Overall, if implemented, the NHI will transform South Africa's healthcare landscape significantly. The implemented NHI will base contributions on individual affordability through taxes and exceptional contributions, with the NHI Fund covering healthcare costs directly during provider visits. This system aims to improve access for those facing financial or geographical barriers, make healthcare more affordable through pooled funds, and promote equity.

Service delivery will change as the NHI Fund takes on the role of purchasing services, which could affect how healthcare is organised and managed. The focus on quality will enhance scrutiny of healthcare services, while the healthcare workforce may see shifts in demand, roles, and training. Governance is a key issue, especially the oversight over the NHI Fund and how effectively money is spent. The vision of an NHI is commendable, but many challenges and risks exist that must be managed with transparency. Importantly, whilst the NHI is not in place, existing medical aid coverage will remain intact, allowing beneficiaries on medical schemes continued access to its health benefits and services.
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EDITORS NOTES

FURTHER MEDIA INFORMATION AND INTERVIEW REQUESTS

· Stone issues this release on behalf of the Medshield Medical Scheme.
· For media enquiries or interview requests, please contact Willem Eksteen, CEO of Stone or a media liaison member of the Stone team at media@stone.consulting / 011 447 0168
· Alternatively, contact Lilané Swanepoel at Medshield at 010 597 4982 / lilanes@medshield.co.za 

ABOUT KEVIN ARON, PRINCIPAL OFFICER OF MEDSHIELD MEDICAL SCHEME

A qualified Chartered Accountant, Aron has a wealth of healthcare industry knowledge and is well-known in the industry. He started his career at South African Druggists, where he spent many years working in various financial and management roles within the Group, including stints at Mediscor and Medical Services Organisation, where he was Chief Operating Officer.

After completing his MBA, Aron joined Medscheme in 2001, where he had a long and successful career, culminating in his appointment as Chief Executive Officer in 2014. Before joining Medshield, Aron consulted for various institutions in the healthcare industry, focusing on value-based healthcare delivery systems.

MORE INFORMATION ON THE 2024 MEDSHIELD BENEFIT OPTIONS AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Benefits and Contribution amendments are subject to CMS approval.

Please refer to the 2024 Product Page on the Medshield website at https://medshield.co.za/. You can review the benefit adjustments and value adds and download the 2024 benefit guides

· PremiumPlus provides mature families and professionals with unlimited hospital cover in a hospital of their choice, with In-Hospital Medical Practitioner consultations and visits paid at 200% Medshield Private Tariff, and the freedom to manage daily healthcare expenses through a comprehensive Personal Savings Account and extended Above Threshold Cover.
· MediBonus provides mature families and professionals with unlimited hospital cover in a hospital of their choice, with In-Hospital Medical Practitioner consultations and visits paid at 200% Medshield Private Tariff, and the independence to manage daily healthcare expenses through a substantial Day-to-Day Limit. 
· MediSaver is perfect for independent individuals and young professionals thinking about expanding their families. MediSaver offers unlimited hospital cover in the Compact Hospital Network, with the freedom to manage daily healthcare expenses through a generous Personal Savings Account.
· MediPlus provides middle to upper-income families with complete healthcare cover for major medical and daily healthcare needs. Unlimited hospital cover is provided through a choice of two hospital networks, Prime or the value-focused Compact Hospital Network. Daily healthcare expenses are covered through a generous Day-to-Day Limit. Benefits are identical in both categories, Prime and Compact, with care coordination and doctor referral mandated on MediPlus Compact. 
· MediCore is ideal for healthy individuals looking for comprehensive hospital cover, with daily healthcare expenses self-managed. This option offers unlimited hospital cover in the Compact Hospital Network, with In-Hospital Medical Practitioner consultations and visits paid at Medshield Private Tariff 200%. Day-to-day healthcare expenses are self-funded.  
· MediValue - Prime and Compact - is the ideal option for growing families. It offers affordable cover for major medical and daily healthcare needs. Unlimited hospital cover is provided through a choice of two hospital networks, Prime or the value-focused Compact Hospital Network. Daily healthcare expenses are covered through a sizeable Day-to-Day Limit. Benefits are identical on both options, MediValue Prime and MediValue Compact, with care coordination and doctor referral mandated on MediValue Compact.
· MediSwift is the ideal hospital plan for active, healthy individuals. Major medical emergency and In-Hospital treatment are covered up to R1 million per family in the Compact Hospital Network, with the added benefit of day-to-day treatment for non-professional sports injuries. As a hospital plan, MediSwift offers no Day-to-Day benefits, allowing members the freedom to self-manage their daily healthcare expenses.

Medshield Medical Scheme - Live Assured knowing you have a Partner for Life. 

ABOUT MEDSHIELD MEDICAL SCHEME

· Medshield is a healthcare fund where all members contribute towards the fund monthly to cater for medical cover should the need arise. 
· Medshield has been in operation since 1968, making us one of the most experienced, knowledgeable, and reliable medical schemes in South Africa. Our extensive experience in the healthcare sector guides our understanding of our members' needs. Our excellent cover and benefits combined with the best quality systems and services have resulted in our exceptional size and strength. 
· Each of our options offers affordably priced benefits. We continuously review and improve the range of benefits in each option to bring you what you need.  
· Our impeccable reputation of prompt payments to hospitals, doctors, pharmacies and other medical caregivers guarantees approval from service providers when you present your Medshield membership card. 
· Our extensive partner networks place us in the perfect position to offer exceptionally competitive rates to our members. 
· Medshield is well-represented throughout all nine provinces and provides seamless access to service providers in your area. Our geographical spread provides convenience if it becomes necessary for you to have a personal discussion with one of our experienced consultants. We also have a streamlined online claim submission system and immediate contact centre assistance, making it easier to manage your membership and claims from the convenience of your home or office. 
· Our extensive range of additional benefits and services is another distinguishing factor. Our benefits and services have been designed to give members additional support when they need it most, for instance, in an emergency or when suffering from a chronic or life-threatening condition. 
· Compared with other medical schemes, our trustworthiness, impeccable history, and exceptional service guarantee that we come out tops! 
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