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Abstract

The study looks upon recent changes of the health personnel situation in
public hospitals in Thailand. The study covers four professions—physicians,
dentists, pharmacists, and nurses. More emphasis is placed on physicians and
dentists, the two scarcest health professionals, and those that public hospitals
have faced the most problem retaining.

Physician scarcity has been acknowledged for a long time. Since the
1980’s, medical schools in Thailand drastically increased their admissions
twice—from 400 annually to 800 and then 1,200 in the mid 90’s. At present, the
government is in the process of expanding the physician training program that
aims at producing 1,000 more doctors each year.

At present, there are 23,000-27,000 active physicians. More than half
(14,000) is in the public sector, two-thirds of which are working in MoPH
hospitals. Among the 18,000 physicians working in public and private hospitals,
the distribution is highly uneven. The population:physician ratio is less than
1000:1 in Bangkok, about 3400:1 in the Central Region (slightly below the
national average), and over 7,500:1 in the Northeastern Region. The distribution
would be more uneven if broken down to provinces or urban-rural areas.

The main public hospitals are run by the Office of Permanent Secretary of
MoPH, which service 90 percent of population that is eligible for the 30 Baht
Scheme. As of 2004, the Office employs approximately 10,000 physicians,
8,500-8,800 of which provide services in MoPH hospitals; the rest are being
trained to be specialists. Since all new graduated physicians are required to sign
a three-year contract to work in a public hospital, there are about 1,200 new
physicians added into the public service system each year. Although the majority
of them resign after three years, the number of physicians in public hospitals
continues to increase.

The recent years have seen increasing number of resignations, and many
blame this on the 30 Baht Scheme. A recent study found, however, that
resignations usually determined by joint factors such as work burdens,
remuneration, and further training opportunities—all of which are similar to
determining factors in the past. The state of economy is important, as it affects
the relative compensation between the private and public sectors. Not many
physicians cited political induced factors such as the 30 Baht Scheme or Article
41-42 of the National Security Act as the main factor. However, it would be
prudent not to dismiss the possibility that dissatisfaction with the 30 Baht scheme
might add some weight that tips the scale on their final decisions.

Unlike the case of physicians, concerns over insufficient dentists usually
do not make a headline. However, the problem is as severe as—if not more



than—that of physicians. Newly graduated dentists are also required to work in
public hospitals for three years. Usually, the MoPH could retain only one fourth
of them after their contracts expired (except during the economic crisis). The
dentists’ distribution also resembles those of physicians.

The number of dentist training has increased at a slower pace than those
of physicians and, in most cases, is resulting from founding a new dentistry
department in a new university rather expanding the existing departments. In
most dentistry departments, the number of graduates fluctuates significantly from
year to year. The main reason is that many first-year dentistry students would
reapply to a medical school and would withdraw from the dentistry department if
they were admitted to the medical school. This has caused most dentistry
training departments to operate below its potential level, even when dentistry is in
high demand. If these schools could replace all the withdrawal slots (for
example, by allowing transfers from other departments that have similar prep
courses), we would regain almost 20% more dentistry graduates each year
without having to invest more in new expensive training facilities.

Pharmacists used to be considered a scarce health profession in which
graduates were required to work for the MoPH after graduation. Such a
requirement was abolished years ago and the public hospitals usually do not
have problem filling the pharmacist position, although the legal requirement to
have pharmacists working in drugstores could still not be enforced. Like other
health professions, Bangkok and the Central Region has more pharmacists per
capita than the rest of the country, but their distribution is better than those of
physician and dentists.

Nurses were also considered a scarce profession in which the graduates
were required to work for the MoPH after graduation. Such a requirement was
abolished even before the pharmacist case, partly because the government was
not willing to hire all graduated nurses. Although some public hospitals still
complain that they do not have a sufficient number of nurses, the issue is not of
great concern for the public or politicians.

If we compare the number of health personnel with the standard that was
set for the Primary Care Unit (PCU) in the 30 Baht scheme, we would find
dentists to be the scarcest profession. In the Northeastern Region, even if all
dentists are spread evenly throughout the region (which is currently not the
case), there still would not have enough dentists to satisfy the standard
requirement. While other professions could meet such a standard, it should be
kept in mind that the standard itself is a bare minimum (e.g., under such
standard, a doctor would have to handle about 100 visits per day if every patient
is allowed to see the doctor each visit). Under such a condition, and given the
situation that the 30 Baht Scheme has not successfully attracted private
providers, to retain a sufficient number of personnel in public hospitals would be
crucial to the success of the universal health coverage program in Thailand.
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