
Dear Honourable Leona Aglukkaq,

Belated congratulations on your appointment. We are heart-
ened by the appointment of someone with your experience as
a health minister in Nunavut. By now, you will have settled
in, been brought up to speed by ministry officials and learned
how Cabinet sets priorities and policies.

We were disappointed that the recent budget did not stress
health as a major concern. Our greatest fear is that hard eco-
nomic times will lead to another round of cuts to the transfer
payments from the federal government to the provincial gov-
ernments for health care. We hope that the health of Canad-
ians remains a priority for the federal government.

After more than a decade, the health system has not fully
recovered from the last round of federal cuts in the mid-
1990s. The large reduction of about 10% in federal funding
for health forced provincial governments to axe many health
care programs, close some hospitals and reduce the number of
beds in the remaining institutions, as well as slash training
positions for physicians and other health care providers.

Another unintended secondary effect was that the federal
influence on health decreased as federal funding decreased.
Provincial governments have become much more autonomous
and, in many instances, unwilling to adopt new programs and
standards in the interest of all Canadians. The ongoing juris-
dictional battle between federal and provincial governments,
whether over First Nations health, public health, access to care
and expensive medications or the setting of national standards,
suggests that the federal government has little influence on
Canada’s health systems. The ability of the provinces to offer
private services1 and mount administrative barriers to portabil-
ity of services without consequences is a constant reminder of
this weakened federal authority.

Canada’s health care systems seem to be moving further
and further away from fulfilling the promise of the Canada
Health Act. Twenty-four years after it was passed, we are left
with 14 fragmented health systems with major differences in
health outcomes and significant disparities in health services.
Quebec alone provides a program for drug coverage, but it
has too few long-term care beds and many tertiary care hospi-
tals housed in dilapidated buildings. In Ontario, hospitals are
better funded, but there is limited home care and no universal
drug coverage. And, as you are well aware, Canada’s feder-
ally funded Aboriginal health system is plagued with major
access issues,2 and Nunavut’s only hospital has failed to meet
minimum accreditation standards.

There have been glimmers of hope. In 2000, in response to
public pressure, the First Ministers put forth a vision for
health care, which was augmented through health accords in
2003 and 2004.3,4 Systemic changes were urged, including re-

forming primary care and providing greater access to primary
care practitioners, increasing the number of health practition-
ers, decreasing wait times, developing home care services,
implementing a program to provide universal access to med-
ications modelled on Quebec’s program or our national
medicare system and improving the reporting of health out-
comes. Subsequently, health care cash transfers to the
provinces increased from $16.5 billion in 2006 to $24 billion
by 2009/10 (plus substantial tax point transfers).

Five years later, the federal government has written
cheques to the provinces, but the gains are at best modest.
Wait times for many procedures have not decreased substan-
tially in many jurisdictions. There are major shortages of
health professionals. And we are still waiting for a nationwide
drug benefit and national indicators to ensure accountability.
Canadians need reform that will improve primary care access
and health outcomes.

The reason for limited progress is an erosion of national
leadership in health. Successive federal governments have 
either decreased investments or, through inaction, allowed
health to be a purely provincial matter. Despite the impor-
tance of health in the minds of the voting public, we remain
very concerned that health has slipped entirely off the federal
agenda.

While we trust that your government will continue to act
in the public interest, paying some of the bills is not good
enough. We urge you and your government to provide real
leadership by enforcing the Canada Health Act and acting on
decisions emanating from the health accords. Further delays
will only mean that more Canadians will suffer. Our nation’s
health depends on you.

Paul C. Hébert MD MHSc
Editor-in-Chief
CMAJ

REFERENCES
1. Silversides A. Canada Health Act breaches are being ignored, pro-medicine groups

charge. CMAJ 2008;179:1112-3.
2. Gao S, Manns BJ, Culleton BF, et al. Access to health care among status Aborigi-

nal people with chronic kidney disease. CMAJ 2008;179:1007-12.
3. First ministers’ accord on health care renewal. Ottawa (ON): Health Canada; 2003.

Available: www.hc-sc.gc.ca/hcs-sss/delivery-prestation/fptcollab/2003accord/in-
dex-eng.php (accessed 2009 Mar. 20).

4. First ministers’ meeting of the future of health care 2004: a 10-year plan to
strengthen health care. Ottawa (ON): Health Canada; 2006. Available: www.hc-
sc.gc.ca/hcs-sss/delivery-prestation/fptcollab/2004-fmm-rpm/index-eng.php (ac-
cessed 2009 Mar. 20).D

O
I:

10
.1

50
3/

cm
aj

.0
90

55
1

An open letter to the minister of health

FRANÇAIS À WWW.JAMC.CA

All editorial matter in CMAJ represents the opinions of the authors and not necessarily those of the Canadian Medical Association.

CMAJ Editorial

CMAJ • APRIL 28, 2009 • 180(9)
© 2009 Canadian Medical Association or its licensors

903

With the Editorial-Writing Team (Matthew B. Stanbrook MD PhD,
Ken Flegel MDCM MSc, Noni MacDonald MD MSc and
Amir Attaran LLB DPhil) 

Competing interests: See www.cmaj.ca/misc/edboard.shtml.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


