Statement from the Palestinian Minister of Health

March 25, 2009

The Bet'selem recent press release stating that the Palestinian Authority has stopped all financial coverage for the medical treatment of Palestinian patients in Israeli hospitals is inaccurate.  The Palestinian Ministry of Health has not established a policy of zero referrals to Israeli hospitals.  Rather, the no referral to Israeli hospitals refers only to the injured Palestinians from Gaza.  It is contradictory to send victims of war to be treated by their aggressors.  We received support from many countries during the Gaza crisis who generously offered to treat Palestinian injured children in their countries.  Palestinian patients are referred to non-governmental facilities only when the required treatment is not available in governmental facilities.  As such, the Palestinian ministry of health (MOH) refers patients to private institutions within the occupied Palestinian territories, as well as Jordan, Egypt, and Israel, only on an as needed basis.  Oftentimes, patients referred to Israeli hospitals are denied access at the checkpoints or forced to endure long wait times.
The MOH is working to build its capacities in order to provide a quality and sustainable healthcare system for the Palestinian people.  It is natural that referrals abroad decrease when local capacities increase.  The MOH’s three year National Strategic Health Plan (2008-2010) focuses on providing quality healthcare services to the Palestinian people within an overall sustainable healthcare system.  As such, the ministry is focused on building the capacities of local healthcare workers, and developing a new generation of sub-specialists to meet the needs of the Palestinians.  
Building a sustainable healthcare system also involves healthcare reform and development, including the rationalization of expenses.  In the last year, the referral abroad department has been renamed to the department for the purchase of services.  A professional medical committee meets regularly to review medical cases that are referred from governmental hospitals.  Decisions on referrals to non-governmental facilities are based on clear objective criteria.
            It is also important to note that the Palestinian Authority (PA) does not directly pay Israeli hospitals for their services to our patients.  All Israeli officials and Israeli hospitals know that these hospitals are paid through direct tax deductions from taxes collected by Israel on behalf of the PA.  Thus, Israeli hospitals submit their bills directly to the Israeli Tax Authorities who, in turn, deduct the amounts owed by the PA to each respective hospital before any taxes are transferred to the PA.  Israeli hospitals under such mechanism are assured timely payment of the full amounts of their bills.
            The Palestinian Ministry of Health is dedicated to ensuring appropriate, accessible, and a continuity of health care for the Palestinian people.  It is unfortunate that Bet'selem did not contact the Palestinian Ministry of Health directly to confirm its information prior to disseminating the press release.
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