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Senior citizens’ woes

A year from now, President. r———
Arroyo willjoin the ranks of “se-
nior citizens” in.our country. Mrs. |
Arroyo celebrates today her59th: |
birthday in the xpin:kl;ofﬂ* ealth. |
Aided by age-defying outlook in.
life, the President looks young de-
spite the'enormous problems she
‘has to bear as Chief Executive of
this troubled country for the‘pas
five years now. Becoming a “se-
nior citizen” next year, however, L& :
is the least of the worries for President Arroyo.

Mrs. Arroyo’s three immediate predecessors were long-
standing members of the “senior citizens” ¢lub. Former

President Corazon Aquino turned 73 years old last Jan. 25. -

Ex-President Fidel Ramos, who celebrated his birthday last
March 18, is now 78. Detained President Joseph Estrada is
turning 69 years old on April 19. ‘

But the three ex-Presi Ents'bgl'oxig to what could be a
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Eimjedﬁ the “Bahay Kalinga” for the homeless poor. Since

s retirement from gqyenmjevgtﬂservice, Ramos, on the other
| his peripathetic way of life, mostly at- 1
tending speaking engagements here and abroad and giv-

hand, has continue

ing “unsolicited advice” ev- ;' 4. :
ery now and then to whoever-} Alas, we can only

now occupies the seat of fheed the advice of}

ower at Malacafiang Palace. j'doctor-turned-Sena-
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rather restricted bi’\ the | Flavier, former Secre- |
he of

Sandiganbayan where he has | tary of the Department
een undergoing plunder |'~f Haalth (DOH)
trial, Estrada has been de-. gfe;iae:,‘léh (DO.I'?;‘rwth
tained comfortably at his |+ ' Ponuiar 1OF
sprawling 16-hectare rest | his slogans like ‘Let’s
house in Tanay, Rizal. . - fDOH-it’ and other
For the many less privi- |homespun humor
leged “senior citizens,” in- | spiels. In one of his
cluding my 68-year "old | commercial advertise-
mother, they could only com- | ment spiels, Flavier
plain about the high costs of | gjyes this wise coun-
iving. This is literally speak- gives el

ing especially about very ex sel to the public|
eep

pensive medicines to | ‘Bawal Magkasakit!’
them healthy or to cure their - . ,
ailments. As a beneficiary of late father, she receives a
monthly Social Security System (SSS) pension of P3,500. Like
the resf of SSS-pensioners, my mother deplores-they have
not received any increase in their. monthly pension since
the Arr_ogo administration took over in January. 2001. .
The S5S pension of my mother, who takés insulin every
day for her diabetes, is definitely not enough to pay for her
medicines. This is why she was thankful when Republic
- Act (RA) 9257.0r the Expanded Senior Citizens’ Benefit Act
was finally enforced after a long delay. RA 9257, authored
by then Senator and now Vice President Noli de Castro,
‘included hospitalization bills aside from the purchase of
rmedicinés among the items entitled t6 20 {
for all certified holders of “senior citizen” diseount-card.
This discount privilege for “senior citizens” like my mother
gave some form of relief that'eased their health bills.
~ That was before the 10 percentex]
(EVAT) was raised to 12 percent’by RA 9337 effective Feb. 1
this year. It was like the right hand giving this charity while
the left hand taking it:away. You can just make the mental
calculations of the 20 percent discount, deduct the 12 percent
EVAT and what is left of this discount is just eight percent.. -

v , or.t ation of President '
~ Arroyo,:Mrs. ‘Aquino has kept herself busy with her pet

- and chief executive officer.of PIT
priced” medicine program of her administration.

‘tolower the prices of

ércent discolirit”

?{‘_ﬁlded value added tax

And what about those non-senior’ citizens:like us who
also need drugs and medicines? We have tobear and grin
with the full brunt of the 12 gerce’nt"EVAT. Saa T

‘As provided for by RA 9337, the only exempted prod-
ucts from EVAT were uniprocessed agricultural, fish, poul-

try, and meat products.

‘Alas, we can only heed the advice of doctor-turned-Sena-
tor Juan “Johnny” Flavier, former Secretary of the Depart-
ment of Health g)OH)’ who became popular for his slogans
like “Let’s DOH-it” and other-homespun humor spiels, In
one of his commercial advertisement spiels, Flavier gives

this wise counsel to'the public “Bawal Magkasakit!”

The amiable Senate president pro tempore, who is end-
ing his second and last term at the Senate, has turned com-
mercial endorser of cheaper but equally potent herb-based -

_vitamins and Sreventiv'e maintenance medicines. After-all,

the former DOH Secretary is a strong advocate and sup- -
porter of RA 8423 or the Traditional Alternative Medicines
Act. This is not to'mention the other laws cFassed by Con-
gress supposedly designed to help bring down the prices
of drugs and medicines like the Generic Act, which Flavier
ushed passage into law when he was still DOH Secretary.
owever, throtighout these years, the price of drugs and
medicines, especially the imported ones manufactured or
distributed by multinational pharmaceutical companies,
have steadily risen instead of going down.

B s

Another former Cabinet official ‘turned Senator, Mar;
Roxas III strongly campaigried for the introduction of “half- -
priced” medicines program’ of the:government which he,
started when he was still the Secretary of the Department
of Trade and Industr&(DTI); It was during the Estrada ad-’
ministration when Roxas explored the importation of
cheaper yet the same efficacy branded medicines from In-.
dia untilhe left the Estrada Cabinet late in 2000 at the height'
of the impeachmerit trial against the deposed President.
After he returned as DTI Secretary when President Arroyo’
took office at the end of EDSA-2, Roxas continued this “half-’
priced” medicine program.: . ! :

The importations of ’{half—;;ticed” medicines are being:
done through the Philippine International Trading Corp.-
(PITC), one of government-owned and controlled corpora-
tions under the DTI. Mrs. Arroyo designated former Agrar-
ian Reform:Secretary ;Rdbert_ov.l’agdan anan as president.

C to champion the “half-

Aside from importation, the “half-priced” medicine pro-
gram has also enjoined other local and multinational phar-
maceutical companies to offer lower priced branded medi-
cines and among the first to heed this appeal is United Labo-
ratories (Unilab), a local drug manufacturer of such brands
as Enervon C vitamins, among its medicine products. The
”half-Priced" medicines are now being sold in “Botika ng

Bayan™-in.a number of urban poor areas around the coun-

try aside from government hospitals where the people can

buy them. . a2 o
Sadly though, efforts beinig/exerted by the government

edicine is getting stiff resistance from

fizer, ome ¢ ‘world’s biggest drug
manufacturers, has sued the PITC irilocal courts and quasi-
judicial bodies like the Bureau of-Food and Drugs Admin-
istration for alleged infringement of intellectual property .
rights. Hopefully, a compromise solution can be reached
between the feuding parties with public health and safety:
as primordial common g"r.o'unds*o concern. T
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