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One of the common mantras we hear is that health care costs are both rising and will continue to rise
evermore into the future. I'm not all that certain that this is true and not just for the obvious reason that
things which cannot go on for ever won't.
It's most certainly true that new and expensive treatments are being developed all the time. Further, that
the expense of these treatments means that people in this country won't be able to have them, like these
new kidney cancer [3] drugs. Well, almost everyone: if you can't have them on the NHS and you're not
allowed to spend your own money on them (why not? What use is the money when you're in the grave?)
and also receive the NHS treatment you've already paid for through tax, why then, only those going
entirely privately will have them, a small number.
But that treatments are expensive now doesn't mean that they will always be so. The new drugs are of
course expensive because of patent protections. Yes, it's possible that there might be a better way of
financing drug development, but this is the system we've got now. But don't forget, patents run out. This
isn't much good for those who have kidney cancer now, but in 17 years or so those drugs which now cost
£35,000 a year will be a great deal cheaper.
It's also true that some treatments are expensive simply because they are new. We just don't know how to
do them very well. This is an example [4]:
It could become a cheap, off the shelf treatment, for patients whose primary tumour has been
removed with surgery, but the cancer has spread to other parts of the body.
It's worth remembering that in the 1940s penicillin was so expensive, because we didn't know how to purify
it very well, that it was recycled from the urine of those receiving it. Today, well [5], "amoxicillin, 21 capsules,
87p; trimethoprim, 28 tablets, 45p".
Yes, I know, part of the projected rise in health care costs is about ageing, most especially about the rise of
dementia. But there's progress there too [6].
I'm simply unconvinced, given these sorts of developments, that health care bills will keep on rising.
At heart I'm sure this is simply a reflection of one of my own mantras. Capitalism, markets, competition,
these might not be the very finest methods of finding out whether something is possible....this is at least
arguable. But they are extraordinarlily good methods of making something cheap after we know that it is
possible. I don't see any reason at all why that won't apply to new developments in health care.
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