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Northem Flank by Goran Haglund 

Elderly patients victims of cost cuts 

Cancer patients over 70 years old in Sweden won't receive 

radiation treatment, for lack of hospital investments. 

Hundreds, maybe thousands, of el
derly cancer patients in Stockholm will 
no longer receive radiation treatment, 
according to a decision on March 7 at 
the cancer clinic of the Royal Caroline 
Hospital, Sweden's largest clinic of 
its kind. 

The decision, which in reality was 
forced by a state board subordinate to 
the ministry of finance, means that ra
diation treatment will no longer be 
given to women over 70 who have 
undergone surgery for mammary can
cer, to men over 75 who have cancer 
of the prostate, and to any patients 
over 75 who suffer from tumors of the 
throat and neck, as well as several oth
er groups. 

The immediate cause of the drastic 
decision to introduce age discrimina
tion at the Caroline Hospital's cancer 
clinic is the acute shortage of qualified 
personnel, after six oncology nurses, 
specially trained to administer radia
tion treatment, quit their jobs this 
spring. Due to failure to train suffi
cient numbers of such nurses, and es
tablish wages and working conditions 
such that those already trained remain 
on the job, the six nurses cannot be 
replaced. 

''This is an enormously painful de
cision," the chief of the Caroline Hos
pital's cancer clinic, Prof. Jerzy Ein
horn, commented. "The only alterna
tive would be completely unaccepta
ble long waiting periods for life-sav
ing radiation treatment for all cancer 
patients in Stockholm. The waiting 
time is today two to three weeks, and 
it would be increased to six weeks." 

According to Professor Einhorn, 
"several hundreds per year" will be 
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excluded from the radiation treatment 
in Stockholm. Chief Physician Pier
Luigi Esposti, responsible for the can
cer clinic's radiation ward, estimates 
that the decision not to give radiation 
treatment to elderly patients will af
fect " 10% of those treated in 1987, 
that is, over 10,000." 

"If we suffer further personnel re
ductions, we have to cut more," Pro
fessor Einhorn warned. "I have been 
commissioned to think through other 
possible cut-downs in the future," 
Chief Physician Esposti said. "And I 
do not understand how it would be 
possible. The only alternative would 
be to further reduce the age limits." 
(Emphasis added.) 

Professor Einhorn has called for a 
three-point program to solve the cri
sis: to improve conditions for the re
maining personnel; to recruit and train 
more oncology nurses; and to increase 
the equipment for radiation treatment. 
"Had we been given adequate re
sources, this situation would never 
have arisen." 

While the situation in Stockholm 
may be more acute than elsewhere, a 
similar pattern has been observed na
tionwide. Of 454 trained oncology 
nurses in Sweden, only 326 are ac
tually working in this profession. 

The cause is purely political or, if 
you prefer, budgetary. Deliberate po
litical decisions have been made to de
lay the procurement of additional ra
diation equipment, and not to train ad
equate numbers and pay adequate 
wages to specialized nurses. Due to 
the miserable pay and working con
ditions of oncology nUrses, only 47 
applied for the 64 available training 

vacancies last fall. In Stockholm, the 
three existing radiation clinics are 
equipped and staffed for administer
ing 80,000 treatments a year, but had 
to carry out 1 13,000 in 1987, straining 
equipment and personnel. 

In 1981, the Stockholm county 
health administration had already al
located the funds for obtaining four 
more radiation units. But the Board 
for the Expansion of the Educational 
Hospitals (NUU), a state board direct
ly subordinate to the ministry of fi
nance, accepted only two additional 
radiation units. The NUU is supposed 
to finance 25% of the investments of 
Sweden's eight large educational hos
pitals, but in effect has thereby ob
tained veto rights regarding any sig
nificant procurement programs of 
those hospitals. 

Indeed, the Linkoping General 
Hospital, another educational hospi
tal, suffers from too few nurses trained 
for cancer treatment, exactly like the 
Caroline Hospital in Stockholm, while 
the smaller hospital of Jonkoping, a 
non-educational hospital, and there
fore independent from any NUU en
dorsement of its investment plans, has 
been able to proceed in its expansion 
of radiation facilities. 

Beyond the additional radiation 
units needed by the cancer clinics, the 
NUU is also responsible for delaying 
a new AIDS clinic at the Huddinge 
Hospital in Stockholm, and for at
tempting to prevent the most ad
vanced technOlogy from being pro
cured for the treatment of kidney stones 
at the same hospital. 

According to a Moderate Party 
member of the Stockholm county 
health administration, Stig Rindborg, 
the NUU has deliberately delayed the 
acquisition· of new radiation equip
ment, and the state board's behavior 
in the negotiations has been character
ized by Rindborg as "gangster meth
ods." 
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