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Surgeries under govt insurance plan in question
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Hysterectomy On Many Women Was ‘Needless’
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Pushpa Narayan | TNN

Chennai: At 25, it was a surgery Meena Kumari least expected. She had complaints of an
irregular menstrual cycle last year. A city-based private hospital then diagnosed a small fibroid
as the problem and removed her uterus. Covered as she was by the government employees’
health insurance scheme, the hospital sent a Rs 40,000 bill to the insurance company.

Sounds routine, but her surgery has now been termed “needless” by an expert panel of doctors
from the insurance company running the scheme. What's more, an ongoing audit by doctors
working for Star Health and Allied Insurance has revealed that Meena’s case resembled a
sizeable number of hysterectomies done under the scheme in the last one year — they were
unwarranted and left many young women unfit to conceive.

The findings suggest medical ethics violations and an excessive tendency to use elaborate
procedures on patients, presumably to inflate bills. “Many young women need not have gone
through the surgery. Many of them needed just medicines to regularise their periods. They had
no family history of cancer or any problem with their reproductive system,” said V Jagannathan,
chairman, Star Health, who has recently been holding marathon meetings against such
practices.

The insurance scheme covers 12 lakh government employees and their dependents. Since its
launch in late 2008, 16,000 women have undergone hysterectomies or overectomies for
removal of uterus or ovaries. According to the data, 30% of the surgeries were suspect, and of
these, at least 540 women were in the age group of 25-35 — and more than 100 in the 20-30
age group. As a result of the surgery, many of those under 30 may have hit menopause early,
apart from losing all chances of bearing a child.

Under The Knife
At least 540 women in 25-35 age group have had their uterus or ovaries removed

Case sheets of patients show that for fibroids as small as 1.4cm, uterus and ovaries have been
removed

Around 30% of such surgeries have been termed needless by doctors employed by insurance
firms

Tamil Nadu health secretary VK Subburaj said the state health department was yet to get any
formal complaint Hospitals warned on unwanted surgeries

Chennai: An audit by doctors working for Star Health and Allied Insurance has revealed that
tendency to use elaborate procedures on patients to inflate bills is commonplace.

“One patient told us how she had agreed to the surgery only because she was told the fibroid
could turn cancerous,” Star Health chairman Jaganathan said.
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Parallel audits on other insurance schemes show that uterus removal for women below 30
years was very low. “We have 1.5 lakh women under the age of 35 covered under the
company’s own general health insurance scheme. Of this, just seven women below the age of
35 have had their uteruses removed,” Jagannathan said.

Case sheets of patients billed to Star show that for fibroids as small as 1.4cm, many patients in
the government scheme had had their uterus and ovaries removed. Reacting to the findings,
fertility expert Dr Priya Selvaraj said: “As far as possible, we ensure that a woman retains her
reproductive organs.”

Health secretary VK Subburaj said the health department was yet to get any formal complaints.
“If any hospital is found violating rules we will initiate criminal action,” he said. Recently, the
insurance company removed two private hospitals in Nagercoil and Kanyakumari for charging
extra from beneficiaries of the Kalaignar health insurance scheme.

There are also false claims by some hospitals. A patient who underwent cataract surgery was
found not to have an intra-ocular lens implanted as mentioned in the bill.

Finance secretary G Gnanadesikan said state employees had benefited much from the scheme.
“We paid premium of Rs 120 crore for 12 lakh employees, who get Rs 2 lakh cover for two
years. At the end of the first year, we have received claims for more than Rs 125 crore.”
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