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Trade and health care

• Trade in health care has traditionally been focused 
on goods – pharmaceuticals & medical devices –
which can be stored and transported

• Increasingly, advances in telecommunications and 
travel have seen increase in trade in services:

– E-health (service crosses border)

– Foreign investment (capital crosses border)

– Migration of health worker (supplier crosses border)

– Medical tourism (consumer crosses border)



Medical tourism

• > 5 million foreign patients per year

• Global market > $50 billion

• Social, cultural and linguistic factors generate 
strong regional dimension, especially among 
bordering countries

– Singapore/Malaysia patients mostly from ASEAN

– Cuban patients mostly from Caribbean and 
Central America

– Jordanian patients mostly from Yemen, Bahrain, 
Sudan, Syria, Libya, Palestine and Saudi Arabia





• Far smaller market than generally suggested

– 350,000 foreign patients out of 16m tourists (250,000 of 
these ex-pat/opportunistic)

• MT/companions spend >twice non-MT

• No difference in care between Thais and foreigners

– Hospitals employ spare capacity

• MT a ‘good thing’: add to tourism industry, but take 
little from domestic health system
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SARS in Hong Kong

• Health (sector) impact 
small, but impact on 
other sectors large

– E.g. Hong Kong retail 
losses ~ US$334m
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World Trade Organization



WTO and health

HEALTH ISSUES WTO RULES
SPS TBT TRIPS GATS

•Infectious disease control * *
•Food safety *
•Tobacco control * * *
•Environment * *
•Access to drugs *
•Health services *
•Food security *
Emerging issues

•Biotechnology * * *
•Information Technology *

•Traditional knowledge *
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Health policy challenge

• Increasingly health (care) affected by events 
beyond boundaries/control: wider economy, 
health-specific trade, disease risk-factors etc
– Requires greater involvement from health 

(economists) in economic (trade) policy making

– And design of proactive health policy

• Greater emphasis on economic and trade case 
for/against initiatives that affect health (care):

– swing agenda/mobilise resources

– identify our allies and our enemies!



Trade over health….



economics


