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The Taiwan Health Reform Foundation:
Keeping a Ten-Year Promise
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(facing page) The public sent in over 8,000 prescription
medicine bags during last year's “Mail-in Prescription
Medicine Bag Grand Prize Drawing” held by the
THRF. 95% of the bags failed to meel standards. Non-
profit organizations and the general public working
hand-in-hand can multiply the strength and effective-
ness of reform efforts.(courtesy of the THRF)

group of scholars vowed to invest ten

rime years of their lives in an all-

out effort to improve Taiwan’s medical
environiment.

This is the story belind the establish-
ment of the Taiwan Health Reform Foun-
dation (THRF). Four years have passed
since then and the THRF's members have
not wavered in their original ideals as
they continue to strive towards their goal.
However, faced with apathy among gov-
ernment officials and the general public,
the THRF has had a tough row to hoe.

Formerly a member of the Department
of Health's Medical Affairs Review Com-
mittee and Medical Dispute Review Com-
mittee, and now a researcher at Academia
Sinica’s Institute of Sociology, Chang Ly-
yun has always felt that she should be do-
ing something that would get more results
in upgrading the quality of medical treat-
ment and pursuing social justice.

In October 2001, Chang, along with a
few like-minded friends, finally turned
ideas into action and raised funds to estab-
lish the Taiwan Health Reform Founda-
tion, an organization that would speak out
on behalf of the public,

Voice of the people

The THRF's mission is “to promote the
establishment of a quality and just medical
environment in Taiwan.” Chairwoman
Chang Ly-yun states, “I'he Taiwan IHealth
Reform Foundation aims to bring about
an environment in which every physician
has an opportunity to become a good doc-
tor, and in which doctors with a social con-
science are the rule, not the exception.”

The THRF has always sought to con-
sider matters and speak out from the point
of view of people’s needs, and to maintain
a balance in the triangular relationship be-
tween the government, medical commu-

nity, and general public. In the span of a
few years, the THRF has achieved much.

Near the end of 2000, seeking to
awaken the public to their medical treat-
ment rights, the THRF published for the
first time the results of a public survey of
the quality of medical treatment provided
by public and private hospitals. In 2002,
the second public survey of treatment qual-
ity was published. The THRF also began to
promote the labeling of prescription drug
packets. The following year a new version
of a surgery consent form was proposed
which curbed the number of unnecessary
operations that were taking place. After
that, the group broke down barriers that
kept people from obtaining their medical
histories, and began to publicize and scru-
tinize the financial reports of hospitals.

Looking for friends

The THRF's website displays the fol-
lowing declaration: “To maintain im-
partiality, the THRF does not accept
subsidies from government programs
or sponsorship from interest groups.”

All of the THRF's directors and adminis-
tators are non-salaried volunteers. The pay
for its five full-time staff is far lower than
what they could receive elsewhere, The of-
fice fridge was even graciously donated by
a relative of one of the employees. Yet, in
spite of all this, without rice the cleverest
housewife cannot prepare a meal. Without
financial support from the government,
the “advocacy-oriented” THRF's path is a
lot tougher than typical “service-oriented”
non-profit organizations.

“Constant worry about daily operating
funds can greatly harm an organization
such as ours,” says Chang Ly-yun. “Our
aim is that our expert members who want
to ‘turn knowledge into action’ can spend
their precious time on action and strategic
planning rather than figuring out how to
raise money to cover their daily expenses.”

However, there is always a large gap be-
tween ideals and reality, especially in the
area of fundraising, It seems like there is
still a long way to go in leading the public
from “awareness” and “agreement” to the
next step of “support” of THRF through
monetary donations.

“We do not have enough public recog-

nition, and on top of that there is a bit of a
gap between our policy advocacy efforts
and the general public. We also lack a fa-
mous spokesperson or a well-known case
with public sympathy. Consequently,
fundraising efforts are especially difficult,”
states Chen Ya-jing, chief of the THRF's Di-
vision of Education and Advocacy, who
shoulders the fundraising work. The THRF
requires over NT$5 million a year, but it is
tough to raise that much from individual
donations. The “Friends of Health Re-
form" group, which makes periodic dona-
tions to the THREF, has only 121 people
and comes up with an average monthly
total of only around NT$120,000.

Chairwoman Chang Ly-yun often re-
minds members to fix on the THRF's mis-
sion as the most important goal, with ev-
erything else being secondary. She has
even told people to be ready for “red-ink
budgets.” “"Non-profit organizations
shouldn't be afraid of not having enough
money and so disburse funds sparingly.
Instead, they need to use funds effectively
and produce tangible results.” Chang states
that non-profit organizations are not estab-
lished for the purpose of raising funds, and
they certainly should not raise funds solely
(o give people salaries.

However much money is available,
that's how much work will be done. Last
year the THRF was fortunately able to cover
their costs with an income of over NT$5.6
million. Of that, 71% came from dona-
tions, 26.4% from the Asia Foundation,
and 2.7% from interest income. Chen Ya-
jing points out that due to the Little Girl
Chiu incident that occurred in February,
the THRT has gained wider recognition
and donations have slightly increased. In
addition, the THRF's charity sale of a
health-themed calendar raised a lot from
businesses; the THRF will allocate the re-
sulting funds towards promoting medical
lreatment safety.

The THRF perfectly embodies a non-
profit organization's spirit of selflessness
and desire to benefit the public. Our soci-
ety needs these kinds of NPOS, just as they
need our support in returmn. L]

{Chang Chiung-fang/
tr. by James Chen)
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