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BOOK REVIEW. 

Economics of Health in South Africa, Volume I. 
Perspectives on the Health System. 
Edited by Gill Westcott and Francis Wilson. 
Ravan Press, Johannesburg 1979. 

This publication marks an important stage in the discussion 
of health-related problems in South Africa. It is a 
selection of papers presented at the Economics of Health 
Care Conference held at the University of Cape Town in 1978. 
It was organised by the South African Labour and Development 
Research Unit (SALDRU) and the South African Medical 
Scholarship Trust (SAMST), and was an important contribution 
to the critical debate of health in South Africa. Not 
everybody who would have liked to attend that conference or 
who would have benefited from the massive amount of research 
that was discussed there was able to be at the conference, 
and therefore this publication is particularly welcome. 

This 430 page book is the first of two volumes which together 
will provide a comprehensive picture of the main thrusts of 
the conference. Volume I contains a summary of all the 
papers delivered at the conference (a total of 75), together 
with statistical material and a number of papers on questions 
of finance, political economy, and planning as well as 
dealing with specific case studies in situations both urban 
and rural. The volume concludes with some reflections on 
the issues raised by the conference as a whole, 

The summary of papers presented at the conference is 56 pages 
long and group papers under the main areas covered by the 
conference. Sections covered are Health Statistics, Planning 
the Health System, Health Structures in Southern Africa, 
Health Personnel, Occupational Health, Nutritional Status and 
Policy, Tuberculosis, Indigenous Healing in South Africa, 
Mental Health Services, and the Cost-Effectiveness of Medical 
Care and the Price of Drugs. This entire section of the 
book is excellent in that it isolates the important questions 
facing people involved in health care in Southern Africa 
today, and provides a wealth of information. 



The range of facts covered is immense and includes information 
l i k e the fo l lowing : -

In South A f r i ca , no regular data are avai lable on the amount of 
disease and i l l ness present in the community, whether at a 
na t iona l , prov inc ia l or local l e v e l . The only exception to 
t h i s are the 28 in fect ious diseases which must be s t a t u t o r i l y 
n o t i f i e d . 

The d i s t r i b u t i o n of doctors in South Af r ica varied ( in 1969) 
from 1 doctor per 969 population in the 13 largest urban 
centres to 1 doctor per 23,000 population in rura l areas. 

Seventy-three percent (73%) of Whites in South Af r ica &re 
covered by medical aid schemes whi le very few blacks are. 

Only 5J% of South A f r i ca ' s doctors pract ice in rural areas and 
v i l lages where over 50% of the population in South Af r ica 
l i v e . 

• 

Nurses trained in primary health care can deal wi th over 80% 
of the cases presenting at a c l i n i c . Only 15-20% need be 
seen by a doctor, and only 5% need to be referred to a 
hosp i ta l . 

Indust r ia l accidents in South Af r ica cause annually the loss 
of more than 2000 l i v e s , the permanent maiming of 36,000 men 
and women, and severe i n j u r y to 110,000 hands, 50,000 f e e t , 
and 40,000 eyes. 

These are j us t some of the numerous facts and f igures con
tained in the summary - probably the most important part of 
the pub l i ca t ion . 

The rest of "Perspectives on the Health System" contains some 
15 o r ig ina l papers on heal th-re lated topics in South 
A f r i c a , c r i t iques of various aspects of health care in th is 
country, and case-studies from both urban and rura l pro jec ts . 

The f i n a l chapter in the book i s by Francis Wilson and is 
t i t l e d "Reflections on the Economics of Health in South 
A f r i ca " in which he reviews the conference on the Economics 
of Health Care, and provides a b r i e f overview of the 
in te r re la t ionsh ip between "Health" and "Economics". ' He 
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comnents that the course of the conference swung away from the 
economics of health care to a concern with the priorities for 
better health in Southern Africa, and this is certainly what 
makes the conference and this publication of value to all 
people concerned with health. 

The final section cf the publication is a comprehensive 
bibliography containing a wealth of references grouped under 
headings such as Health Policy: General, Health and Society, 
Comparative Health Care systems, and the Pharmaceutical 
Industry. The bibiliography could be more complete, for 
example the excellent journal "Social Science and Medicine" is 
not listed separately. However there is certainly a consi
derable amount of material listed and conveniently arranged 
intc general topics of interest. 

The entire publication is not without its flaws. For 
example, the editors state that they have "excluded all 
papers whose primary focus was on countries other than South 
Africa (including Transkei, Bophuthatswana, and Venda)." 
Surely the health problems in these so called "independent" 
areas are our concern, and we can learn much from them and 
contribute much to them? Another flaw is the poor use of 
tables in the publication. The article on the Care Groups at 
Elim, for example, contains a number of tables which are not 
numbered, and are not adequately described in the text. 

In conclusion, "Perspectives on the Health System" is an 
important contribution to the analysis and debate of health-
related issues in Southern Africa. I strongly recommend 
Volume I and eagerly await the appearance of Volume II. The 
information contained in these volumes reveal a seriously 
unhealthy situation in this country. The editors themselves 
note that they "know that healing can be a painful process, 
but the urgency cannot be exaggerated. To find chronic and 
widespread malnutrition in a country which exports food 
surely indicates that something is wrong." 

ANTHONY ZWI. 

The publication is available directly from Ravan Press, 409-
416 Dunwell, 35, Jorisson Street, Braamfontein, 2001, at a 
cost of R4-15c. or via the post from Ravan Press, P.O. Box 
31124, Braamfontein, 2017. at a cost of R4-31c. 


